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Editorial
 
 
Philadelphia 2008 was my first scMOI 
conference.  I was a little nervous when I 
walked into the room on the first day, as I was 
pretty sure I wouldn’t know anyone, apart from 
David Boje, whom I’d met the previous year in 
Southampton.  But I needn’t have worried.  I 
soon felt very much at home, both benefiting 
from and contributing to some really useful 
discussions, in areas that really mattered to 
the people who were presenting them so 
passionately and with real concern for the 
participants in their research.  After a while, I 
realised I was enjoying myself, a rare feeling at 
conferences for me these days, where so 
many of the discussions lack that vitality, that 
engagement.  Later on, as we started 
exploring the bars and restaurants of 
Philadelphia, I began to feel as if I were among 
friends, as people seemed genuinely 
interested in what others were doing and were 
keen to build relationships.  The highpoint of 
the event for me came when Ben White recited 
his ‘Coyote and Brother Crow’ poem; for me 
that was an electrifying moment that made me 
realise I really did want to come back in 2009.  
So, I was really excited when David asked me 
to put together this special issue of Tamara 
based on the initial theme of scMOI 2008, 
Excess, developed in more depth around 
Nietzsche’s  “excess of history”, a 
preoccupation with historical sensemaking that 
overwhelms our noticing of the present. 
 
This special issue extended an invitation to 
explore the theme of an excess of history in 
our everyday lives.  Nietzsche argues that 
instead of being manacled by the past, that is, 
by an excess of history, we should learn 
instead how to better employ history for the 
purpose of life.  Thus, a critical history should 
not only re-story the past, but also imagine the 
present and the future. While we may revere 
an antiquarian past that should not suffocate 
prospective, forward-looking thinking that 
instead focuses on what is emergent, what is 
novel, what may be life-affirming for the future.  
In ossifying the past, antenarratives, multiple 
voices, alternative directions and living stories 
(& counter-stories) of resistance are buried in 
sanitised corporate accounts designed for 
uncritical mass consumption.  In the papers in 
this issue, the authors really took up 
Nietzsche’s challenge in beginning to uncover 
hidden stories and other voices, in a diversity 
of ways that reflects the richness of 
perspectives aired at scMOI.  Taken together, 
the papers suggest how we can move forward 
from abusive histories into a re-storied future, 
a theme that would be well worth further 
development by other researchers in the 
future.  Finally, Ben White allowed us to 
include his poem, which is presented here 
alongside a commentary from Joe Gladstone, 
allowing us to capture not only the intellectual 
enrichment of scMOI 2008, but also a little of 
the energy too, that for me was such an 
important part of 2008.  I look forward to many 
more years! 
 
 
Dr Lorraine Warren, Director of PG Education, 
Senior Lecturer in Entrepreneurship and 
Innovation, School of Management, University 
of Southampton, Highfield campus, 
Southampton, SO17 1BJ. Tel: + 44 (0) 2380 
598972; skype: lwarren1759
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Coyote and Brother Crow:  A Little History 
 
Benjamin B. White 
 
 
The poem, Coyote and Brother Crow: A Little 
History, was written to be presented to new 
employees with the Bureau of Indian Affairs 
(BIA).  It was meant as a catalyst to provide a 
timeline of events, promote discussion, and 
uncover diverse perspectives among those 
employees.  Although on one level the poem 
is (hopefully!) a creative, entertaining 
presentation of history, on another level it is 
deep-rooted in the value of storytelling as a 
means to champion sensemaking and to 
develop insight.  There are some theoretical 
foundations that may support the storytelling 
value of a creative piece. 
 
  Santayana (1998) wrote, “[t]hose who 
cannot remember the past are condemned to 
repeat it” (p. 82).  The socio-biological 
condition of humans, however, promotes 
mechanistic behavior and values the 
routinization of predictability and control 
(Tart, 2001).  Arguably then, the past we can 
remember is a conditioned aspect of our 
condemnation.  In other words, those who 
can remember the past are also condemned 
to repeat it because of the role the past plays 
in automatizing our condition(s).  The 
remembered past is simply a manifestation of 
the cultural norms and values that allow it to 
be remembered.   
 
  It is necessary, then, to examine more 
closely Santayana’s past and what the ability 
to remember it would mean.  In an interview 
with Sylvere Lotringer (Lotringer & 
Baudrillard, 1986), Jean Baudrillard called 
history an “immense toy” (p. 144).  Given that 
analogy, history can fundamentally be played 
with to potentially create inauthenticity of 
one’s beliefs while promoting myths among 
us as socio-biologic beings.  These beliefs 
and myths are presented in partial glimpses 
of actuality and require a more 
comprehensive method of examination.  We 
do not remember the past, we merely 
remember the past we remember.  Within that 
relationship between the past and the past we 
remember there exists the potential for 
repetitive condemnation, mechanistic behavior, 
predictability, and control. 
 
  Sartre (1963) called for totalization in 
determining and making sense out of 
experience.  A question requiring further 
research is whether the ability to forget is a 
biological defense mechanism.  If it is, it would 
make Sartre’s totalization an impossibility 
without a great deal of psychological 
reconditioning.  The ability to forget may also be 
a social defense mechanism, as there is an 
inherent abhorrence to change among social 
systems.  “The dominant schema of an 
organization is its store or memory of previous 
learning” (Stacey, 1996, p. 174).  Previous 
learning conditions us and prevents us from 
having alternative perspectives that would 
deviate from “consensus consciousness” (Tart, 
2001, p. 17) among a shared social system.  
Alternative perspectives can delegitimize the 
dominant schema and create a metacognitive 
consideration of how history is remembered.   
 
  Although hesitating to provide the reader an in-
depth interpretation of the poem to follow, I offer 
that Coyote and Brother Crow are spiritual 
representations of the metacognitive 
consideration of American history.  The trickery 
of the Coyote spirit is countered by the hope of 
the Brother Crow spirit, and together they make 
an attempt at a holistic remembrance of the 
past and its excesses to avoid the 
condemnation of repeating it. 
 
  I also offer two interjections for the reader to 
consider.  First, this poem was not necessarily 
mine to write and I humbly apologize to those 
better suited to write it.  Secondly, I ask readers 
to contemplate their own histories and their own 
excesses to identify their Coyotes and their 
Brother Crows. 
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Coyote and Brother Crow: 
A Little History 
 
Coyote has a way; 
a way for mischief. 
a scammer, 
trouble dealer 
double-dealer, 
hustler, 
swindler, 
master of chicanery, 
Coyote fills his life with fourberie 
trickery 
false flattery 
deception 
and shadows. 
Coyote loves the shadows… 
a conniving coaxer 
a hoodwink hoaxer 
a desert dust joker 
a go-for-broker 
a manipulator of conflict 
and confliction 
with an addiction 
for destruction 
Coyote is a scavenger 
a self-amuser 
a friend abuser 
a user 
a refuser  
of responsibility 
Coyote is an opportunist 
seeking what comes soonest 
effortless 
but complex 
with his dealings 
regardless of feelings 
a racketeer 
a bamboozler 
a flimflam fraud 
a shake and a nod 
and a disappearing spirit 
into the night 
dark night 
midnight 
shadow night 
cursing the moon 
and the moon’s light 
and laughing 
Coyote is a laugher 
cringing to cower 
White 
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a howler 
howling his laugh 
in the aftermath winds 
that blow no good, 
no good, 
no good 
Coyote is no good. 
And he leaves his crime 
crimeless 
travels time 
timeless… 
 
 
 
 
 
Coyote was there 
when Europeans came 
he howled his name 
just to hear it 
a moonlit spirit 
wanting to be heard 
needing to be heard 
as kings 
and governments 
gave their word 
and Brother Crow 
was just a bird 
but knew the trouble 
Coyote loved… 
 
 
 
 
 
Beads and land 
and salvation traded 
What one loved 
the other hated 
and what’s worse? 
the diseased curse 
small pox 
or false talks 
or encroachment 
or displacement 
or pushing greed 
Coyote loved the greed 
Coyote loved the need 
the deceptive seed 
the shiny bead 
the golden rocks 
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the aftershocks 
of cultural paradox 
religion traded for riches 
religion forced for blood 
forced by hungry leeches 
Coyote got too big for his breeches 
too big for his britches 
laughing himself 
leaving himself 
in stitches 
delighted with the glitches 
delighted 
With ignited 
and flaming wicks 
of burnt and burning conflicts 
and always the greed 
the continuous need 
for more 
landing on the shore 
pushing for more 
through western doors 
pushing for more 
with profits in store 
and profiting more 
but at what expense? 
Coyote’s suspense 
loved the potential 
of essential 
manipulation of differences 
and Coyote howled… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Coyote on parade 
paraded 
perpetuated 
Misconceptions 
Misperceptions 
Interpretations 
misinterpretations 
ethnic sensations 
tearing apart nations 
misconstrued 
lied to 
all in a flash of clash and crash 
and way-of-life passion 
ways-of-life passions 
the passions of greed 
White 
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against a spiritual breed 
and Coyote laughed 
he had a way; 
a way for mischief 
and he would nibble 
nibble 
nibble 
around the edges 
to irritate the middle 
and then retreat to the ledges 
and legends 
and howl 
his laugh 
in the wind 
to cower again 
in flimsy substance 
of flimsy being 
Coyote always seeing 
what would happen if 
if 
if 
he intervened with 
with 
with 
guile 
while 
his wild wile 
formed the gem 
of a stratagem 
full of deceit 
deceit 
a trick 
standing alone 
a bare-boned 
trick 
picked 
and licked 
with Coyote’s trickery 
and left to 
complete the deceit 
complete the cheat 
oh, Coyote howled 
with no concern 
of his own 
alone 
alone 
and watching… 
 
 
 
 And it was bloody 
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a bloody history 
animals slaughtered 
pelts bartered 
trees killed 
land tilled 
plans laid 
progress made 
a bold 
foothold 
chokehold 
on America 
sweet new America 
America the beautiful 
the bountiful 
bound to fall 
into patterns 
of seasonal harvest 
in the extraction 
of resources 
natural courses 
and forces 
forcing the expansion 
the disruption 
the claiming unclaimed 
renaming the named 
blaming enflamed 
and holding too tightly 
and Brother Crow 
grew to know 
what was right 
and what was rightly 
being wronged 
with established policies 
fallacies 
discrepancies 
seized 
from seas 
to shining seas 
Brother Crow 
took flight 
and Coyote laughed 
in the draft 
of changing winds 
putting his grins 
and spirited sins 
against  
the balance 
Coyote’s talents 
were far-reaching 
society breaching 
despite the settlements 
The Treaty Making 
Era (1778-1871) 
White 
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the agreements 
the handshakes 
the gives and takes 
and takes 
and takes 
until 
Thanksgiving crumbled 
English 
Spanish 
French 
German 
fought over 
the sober 
Right of Discovery 
entitled to entitlement 
and verified 
validated 
satiated 
by the 
Doctrine of Manifest Destiny 
giving Christianity 
God-given right 
to settle the land 
with protected stand 
And Ben Franklin 
And Pat Henry 
were involved to keep 
Native neutrality 
as God sorted out 
the destiny 
and Coyote 
could not have planned 
such an intervention 
So he howled 
his God-given howl 
and then 
with revolutions complete 
the Colonials 
and Natives 
became embattled 
with horses saddled 
rifles cocked 
cultures shocked 
and blaming 
always blaming 
Coyote loved the blaming… 
 
 
 
 
Coyote,  
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self anointed 
pointed 
the way to the populations 
the living 
thriving 
populations 
the Native nations 
living as they had lived 
in the places they had lived 
but Coyote 
went to find it 
then reminded 
the desiring 
about the desirable 
and desire drove them places 
took them places 
shook those places 
and populations dwindled 
firewood kindled 
but the campfire stories 
told the youth 
one-sided truths 
about right and wrong 
and legendary songs 
were one-sided 
(the way Hollywood decided; 
but let’s not get ahead) 
Coyote has too much time 
to get ahead, 
instead 
the vast land 
(given away  
because who would pay  
for such barren places?) 
needed to be surveyed 
cordoned accordingly 
and Brother Crow 
flew across the plains  
and regions 
where the legions 
of buffalo lay rancid 
and starvation was rampant 
and the deserts were seen 
as just deserts 
and just desserts 
for the forgotten 
who could not forget 
as memories were unforgiving 
long and unforgiving 
but Coyote’s memory 
was suspended 
White 
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as he transcended 
the past  
with the present 
and all the pleasant 
turmoil 
he had caused 
he licked his paws 
and howled 
his Coyote howl 
 
 
 
 
 
Coyote howled 
policy for people 
policy against people 
policy and policy-makers 
consisting of diatribes 
against individuals 
and tribes 
and paving the wagon trail 
westward wagons 
rolled 
stories told 
futures unfold 
hot and cold 
and Coyote howled 
Coyote laughed 
land takers 
profit makers 
oh, the expansion 
the settlements 
the forts 
the battles 
the cattle 
the ranches 
the branches 
of water rights 
and irrigation 
irritation 
a nation growing 
Nations knowing 
policies of governance 
sovereignty 
and self-determination 
self-governance 
policy against policy 
procedure turned against itself 
needing to preserve itself 
hold fast to itself 
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outlast itself 
government tests 
and tests of governments 
self-determinants 
and Brother Crow 
flew over and saw 
glimmering changes 
in the narrowing ranges 
of policy and law… 
Coyote watched… 
 
 
 
 
 
Coyote’s time is slow 
too slow 
to come and go 
with decisiveness 
while changing terms 
change the firm 
concepts of law and policy 
domestic dependent nations 
were wards of the federals 
the federal government 
was guardian 
(Coyote was partyin’) 
as the convoluted relationship 
of owned and ownership 
begins to slip 
and trust begins to emerge 
and trust responsibilities 
started with Cherokees 
against Georgia 
1830’s Georgia 
so the War Department 
takes over 
takes over 
takes over 
the war 
Coyote laughs even more 
imagine the chaos 
what’s won and lost 
the War Department 
and a Superintendent 
Of Indian Trade 
with the super intent 
to maximize standardization 
of fur trade 
in a factory system 
and Jackson 
The Removal Era 
(1830-1850) 
White 
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ol’ Andy Jack 
wouldn’t look back 
but refused to enforce 
the legitimate course 
of the report 
from the Court  
Supreme 
it seems 
Andrew had a little Coyote in him, too. 
so he decided to remove 
the states from the mix 
and fix  
the court decisions 
between the collisions 
of policy 
and constitutional rights 
darkening the night 
raising the stakes 
between tribes and states 
and forced removal followed 
out to territories without statehood 
head west young man 
but be good 
and the act withstood 
trails and tears 
for 48 years 
and Coyote 
marked his calendar 
another trick improved 
another tribe removed 
 
 
 
 
 
Coyote calls ahead 
makes reservations 
laughs at his fun 
laughs at his pun 
it’s just land 
it’s just 
it’s land 
but it’s not just land 
Coyote laughs 
and it isn’t just 
his scavenger ribs bust 
and he scoots off 
alone and scared 
someone might have stared 
in his direction 
to try to make correction 
The Reservation 
System (1850-1891) 
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to his manipulative intervention 
Coyote is a trickster 
a jokester 
a hoaxer 
a poker of fun 
the maker of puns 
he howls… 
 
 
 
 
 
Coyote played the numbers 
hardship never slumbers 
so when the tribes lost mass 
the law was passed 
and land was allotted 
fewer people 
fewer acres 
the rest was surplus 
land grabbers 
land takers 
expansion 
rancher mansion, 
taxation 
hand-in-hand 
Coyote-planned 
more land lost 
more lives cost 
more laws tossed 
into the one-sided decisions 
with written law precision 
in the name of assimilation 
reserve the reservations 
for the Nations 
 
 
 
 
 
And Brother Crow 
flew low 
over the civilizing power 
of private property 
and heard the intent of the laws 
and saw 
Congressman Dawes 
become infamous 
with the cause 
as Coyote 
selfishly licked his paws 
White 
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and laughed 
his burrowed laugh 
and howled at the civilization 
of the Dawes path: 
"wear civilized clothes... 
cultivate the ground, 
live in houses, 
ride in Studebaker wagons, 
send children to school, 
drink whiskey 
[and] own property." 
and it was all properly 
documented 
sealed, presented 
carried out 
and executed 
well-suited 
for materialism 
capitalism 
fatalism 
and radical criticism 
and even Senator Teller told ‘em 
"...the real aim of [the Dawes Act] 
is to get at the Indians’ land 
and open it up for resettlement” 
there was no impediment. 
and all it took was anglicized names 
to play the Dawes games 
and get in the melting pot 
so common surnames 
is what they got. 
chicanery 
manipulated chicanery 
Coyote laughed. 
 
 
 
 
 
But there were still 
five civilized tribes 
not assimilating, 
so Congressman Curtis 
English-French-and-Native-Born 
on allotted land 
(albeit torn) 
extended the disastrous laws 
of Congressman Dawes 
and eradicated 
communal practices 
in the name 
The Allotment and 
Assimilation Era (1887-
1934) 
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of political game 
and political gain 
of social equalities 
and the good old fashioned 
American capacities 
using his own Native-ness 
along the way 
in anyway 
it was beneficial 
in his official 
political positioning 
giving the word 
his word 
a word 
and never seeming deterred 
fully acculturated 
leveraging the fact 
above the attack 
of being assumed to be 
one-eighth incapable 
of handling individual rights, 
so the constitutional plights 
intervened, and 
tribal courts were abolished 
tribal sovereignty was abolished 
tribal governments were weakened 
tribal rights were subject to federal law 
but Brother Crow 
flew low  
and saw 
the free public schools 
and watched as Townsmen 
native Townsmen 
exercised a right to vote 
Coyote did not see those 
he has a way 
a way for mischief 
and Congressman Curtis 
moved into the 
publically allotted residency 
assimilating the Vice Presidency 
and it was all ironic 
Coyote loved irony. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Brand new century 
brand new view 
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1900’s 
and what to do? 
Coyote has not grown tired 
Coyote still haunts his own howls 
and the Office of Indian Affairs 
hears the scrutinizing sounds 
of effectiveness 
as its roles are evaluated 
measured 
by the status of 
economies 
health 
and education 
of tribal nations 
still struggling 
for rights 
so the Miriam Report 
pointed fingers 
and identified the plights 
of failed policies 
and bureaucracies 
and hypocrisies 
and allotment ended 
new initiatives were produced 
relationships seduced 
futures introduced 
and poverty was recognized 
Coyote didn’t mind poverty 
it was his new century view 
gave him something to do 
augmented his massive fraud 
and his misappropriation 
of his self-propelled position 
with an impoverished sensation 
the conditioned causation 
separating the factors 
into their differences 
Coyote howled 
 
 
 
 
 
Tribes 
described  
as “legally incompetent wards” 
of the federal government 
needed a parliament 
a western constitution 
to replace traditional 
traditions 
The Reorganization 
Policy (1934-1953) 
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Indian Reorganization 
extended federal trust 
forever 
Coyote loved forever 
timeless 
timelessness 
forever 
tribal society manipulated 
constrained 
reformatted 
made to look like what it wasn’t 
made to be what it looked like 
but surplus lands 
lost in allotment 
were granted back 
here is your land 
it belongs to you 
it always has 
but now I say so 
Coyote listened 
walked away 
scowling back 
howling back 
at the trick 
the trick 
policy and trick 
and Brother Crow 
flew quick 
as the sick were aided 
credit funds granted 
small business started 
jobs offered 
the BIA reflective 
court systems established 
tribal land pooled 
corporate entities joined 
and 70% 
of the once cited as 
legally incompetent 
agreed and accepted  
the Indian Reorganization Act 
(an IRA) 
only to see Coyote’s 
misuse 
abuse 
incompetence 
and corruption 
resurrect themselves 
to react and enact 
their influence 
Coyote’s influence 
White 
23 
on policies 
practices 
attitudes 
behaviors 
Coyote had a savior 
as he laid low 
and re-read the Dawes Act 
and Brother Crow 
waited 
until Congress intervened 
to terminate federal relationships 
terminate trust relationships 
redistribute tribal lands 
into private tracts 
and resold 
as individuals were told 
urban relocation was the way to go 
and specific cities were cited 
trails and tears 
trails and tears 
through the years 
New York City 
(now 87-thousand native people) 
Los Angeles 
(now 53-thousand native people) 
leaving checkerboard reservations 
pieced together 
by political weather 
and the result of policies 
conflict and strife 
Coyote loves conflict and strife 
while jurisdiction 
is an affliction 
of power 
and control 
and the soul 
of public law 
83-280 
is in the shady 
issues 
political and economic 
interest 
as tribal consent 
was not needed 
would not have been heeded 
so eroded 
tribal sovereignty 
and intruded 
upon communities 
like Coyote 
with his way 
The Termination Era 
(1953-1968) 
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his way for mischief 
 
 
 
 
 
Coyote loved 
the constant 
inconsistency 
the inconsistent 
constancy 
back and forth 
south then north 
east then west 
give and take 
then take the rest 
there is to take 
corruptible, fake 
mistake 
the snake 
for helping hands 
no-one understands 
the acts 
and laws 
and Brother Crow 
flying over 
stops to pause 
to see what Coyote has done 
undone 
redone 
and Brother Crow 
knows 
what Brother Crow 
knows 
and so he goes 
to see Coyote 
who laughs 
and welcomes no counsel 
needs no trust relationship 
forced upon him 
Coyote lives alone 
but tells Brother Crow 
to watch 
watch the efforts 
small and great 
Public Law, 638 
Education and Self-Determination 
Coyote says, 
“I don’t have wings 
I’m not like you 
but let’s watch and see 
The Self-Determination 
Era 
(1968-Present) 
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what this will do” 
and tribes were given 
administrative authority 
given 
allowed 
permitted 
administrative authority 
in the land of the free 
more disparity 
irony 
(Coyote loves irony) 
and programs are 
compacted 
contracted 
to a third entity 
an assimilated entity 
but with close scrutiny 
and with most control still 
within 
the government’s grasp 
the government’s clasp 
waiting to change 
like it’s changed 
every 20-25 years 
back and forth 
south then north 
east then west 
power possessed 
and conflicting in nature 
treaties 
relocation 
allotment 
assimilation 
reorganization 
termination 
self-governance 
self-determination 
salvation 
Coyote watched 
Brother Crow 
fly away 
fly away 
Coyote howled in his solitude 
and screamed, 
“don’t intrude” 
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Obesity 
Tuberculosis 
Diabetes 
Alcohol 
Influenza 
Pneumonia 
Homicide 
Suicide 
Native pride 
Sugar 
Cigarettes 
Poverty debts 
Consumerism 
Capitalism 
Materialism 
Infant mortality 
Mother mortality 
Methamphetamines 
By any means 
Homeland Security 
Since 1492 
Citizenship 
Rights 
Participation 
American dream 
Spirits scream 
Gaming 
Casino mitigation 
Court cases 
Cobell litigation 
Reclamation 
Nothing owed 
Nothing expected 
Interventions 
Interventions 
Interventions 
Conventional conventions 
Coyote has a way 
a way for mischief 
he is a trickster 
a fixture 
a mixer-upper 
a handed-upper 
a hoaxer 
a coaxer 
a midnight rider 
a fly-by-nighter 
a complex soul 
a hole in which a dream drops 
he howls until he stops 
and then he laughs 
White 
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fools 
fools around 
falls down 
gets up 
limps 
when he’s unhurt 
runs 
when he is 
manipulates the system 
watches the disagreements 
constricts the limits 
feels the beat 
fills the heat 
completes deceit 
and if not for road kill 
Coyote would not eat. 
 
 
 
 
 
Brother Crow 
sees the horizon 
Coyote can not 
and everyday 
is a new day 
for the old way 
and the future way 
and Brother Crow 
on his wings 
sees the new day spirit 
and sings 
and watches 
the spirit rise 
above the mountain 
in the skies 
and Brother Crow flies 
into a new day 
a new day 
a new day 
while Coyote sleeps 
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Tricksters, by their very nature, are able to 
transgress boundaries of time and space.  
They are found in many cultures across many 
continents in this world, and perhaps beyond.  
They serve similar roles wherever they go, 
pointing out what we as people need to know 
so as to fittingly live in our place and time 
(Radin, 1956).  Sometimes tricksters point out 
the obvious, such as the boy who announced 
that the king was naked, while others leave it 
to us to interpret their actions.  Tricksters’ 
actions can be socially acceptable or taboo, 
and we learn vicariously through the 
consequences of their acts.  Regardless 
whether their messages are explicit or implicit; 
our role in their story is to make sense of these 
behaviors that tricksters act out on our behalf.  
The trick, then, is making sense of their 
stories. 
In Coyote and Brother Crow, White 
(2008) presents a trickster story describing 
current reality for American Indians1, whom as 
a society have experienced encroachment into 
their ancestral homes and ways of life by 
outside settlers.  White presents a historical 
viewpoint of this relationship through Coyote 
and Crow, traditional trickster and spiritual 
figures for many American Indian tribes.  
White's poem is a critical view of history 
                                                          
1 Although it is common in contemporary times to use 
the term Native American, the term is used 
interchangeably among the indigenous peoples of North 
America.  The choice to use either Native American or 
American Indian (sometimes just Indian) often is a 
preference of the individual and either term is acceptable 
within the native community, of which the author of this 
commentary is a member.  The preference appears to be 
related to age and experience, with older members using 
Indian and younger members preferring Native 
American.  In this essay, American Indian, Native 
American(s), or simply Native(s) are used 
interchangeably. 
(Nietzsche and Hollingdale, 1983) pointing out 
the conflicting logics between two well-
entrenched institutions, indigenous tribes and 
federal hegemonic bureaucracy.  In this essay 
I describe the appropriateness of adopting 
Coyote as a role model for Western 
hegemony, first with a very brief description of 
the U.S. federal-tribal relationship followed by 
a description of Coyote’s purpose in the 
universe. 
 White’s poem describes the evolving 
conquest of Native Americans by white settlers 
whom have the advantage with bureaucratic 
support from the federal government.  To 
understand this bureaucratic support requires 
knowing about Article 1, Section 8 of the 
United States Constitution, written shortly 
following U. S. independence.   The young 
United States first sought to exert bureaucratic 
control over the tribes by granting itself the 
right “To regulate Commerce with foreign 
Nations, and among the several States, and 
with the Indian Tribes”  (U.S. Constitution).  It 
is from this context that White describes 
Coyote’s being within this story.  
Through Coyote, White presents a 
good argument that “the remembered past is 
simply a manifestation of the cultural norms 
and values that allow it to be remembered” 
(2008, p. 1).  He presents a different and, from 
a non-Native perspective, a novel 
interpretation of the past so that we may notice 
and hear the marginalized voices suppressed 
with the linear narrative (Boje, 2001) of the 
colonial power.   White implies that through a 
Coyote story, sense can be made of these 
relationships from the perspective of the tribes 
by empowering these marginalized voices.  
However, his presentation for sensemaking is 
linear and retrospective (Boje, 2001).  In his 
poem, Coyote’s role is historical but with a 
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potential for prospective sensemaking (Boje, 
2001), when he2 travels to the edge of seeing 
the future, stopping short of this potential so as 
to nap.  It is at this point in White’s poem 
where the reader becomes active in the story, 
by deciding how to continue the future seen by 
Crow.  This remainder of this essay will 
present an expanded view of the role that 
Coyote serves in making sense of actions 
played out by institutions. 
 My interpretation of Coyote’s role in life 
differs from that described by White.  Coyote is 
a common American Indian trickster, and thus 
a good model for White’s message.  My 
interpretation of Coyote comes from my 
opportunity to learn about him beginning with 
my childhood.  It is important, however, to note 
that my experience with Coyote is mostly 
through one of his many alter-egos, Napi 
(pronounced “NAH-pii”), aka Old-Man among 
the Blackfeet Indians. 
My father is a member of the Blackfeet 
Indian Tribe in northern Montana, as am I.  My 
mother is Nez Perce Indian; therefore I have 
familial ties with that tribe, whose homelands 
are at the region encompassing the Idaho, 
Oregon, and Washington state borders.  
Having grown up in a Native environment, I 
have heard Blackfeet Napi stories and Nez 
Perce Coyote stories.  I have also listened to 
many variations North American Indian 
trickster stories throughout my career living 
among and working with tribes in the Pacific 
Northwest and Southwest United States.  It is 
through my experience with these stories that I 
disagree with White’s interpretation of Coyote’s 
being.  My interpretation of Crow’s being also 
differs dramatically from White’s interpretation; 
I will explain this disagreement later in this 
essay. 
White describes Coyote as an 
opportunist, which is correct (Wiget, 1990; 
Radin, 1956).  However, White describes 
                                                          
2 Wiget (1990) makes an interesting point that tricksters 
are predominately described in masculine tenses.  This is 
correct for the Blackfeet, for Napi is also known as Old 
Man.  However Wiget notes that the feminist perspective 
of tricksters has little record, likely because Western-
centric ethnographers assumed that men carried the 
knowledge for their tribes and overlooked the stories of 
the women. 
Coyote’s actions as malicious intent to harm 
and deceive. White introduces Coyote as “no 
good” (2008: 3).  This is a broad and incorrect 
assumption (Radin, 1956; Lopez, 1977; Wiget, 
1990; Nabokov, 2002).  The significant 
misinterpretation is describing all of Coyote’s 
actions as malicious.  What must be 
understood is that Coyote cannot pass up 
opportunity.  Writes Radin, Coyote “is 
constrained to behave as he does from 
impulses over which he has no control” (1956: 
ix).   Very infrequently will Coyote seek 
masochistic pleasure.  What drives him most 
of the time is simple hedonism, and he seeks 
pleasure through either his stomach or his 
libido.  Coyote “wills nothing consciously” 
(Radin, 1956: ix).   
 Temporality is important for trickster 
stories.  White states that “Coyote loved 
forever” (2008: 17).  Among those stories that I 
am familiar, Coyote – or his Blackfeet alter-ego 
Napi – consistently joins the narrative by 
simply walking along; he is always coming 
from somewhere else and going nowhere and 
specific.  There is no specific beginning or end.  
Regardless of the outcome of his current story, 
he always manages to stumble into another 
one.  Coyote lives in a nonlinear world, and 
outcomes often reflect on his entrance into the 
story.  It is this stumbling, this haphazard way 
of travelling that White’s Coyote lacks.  
Coyote’s ways are that of a foolish teacher – 
we learn how to act by avoiding what Coyote 
does, or by emulating him.   
 Coyote also gives, even when his intent 
is to take.  The Nez Perce would not exist 
today if Coyote did not willingly let himself be 
swallowed by the Monster so that he could free 
the people trapped inside; albeit that Coyote’s 
intent was to demonstrate that he was smarter 
than the Monster, freeing the Nez Perce was 
simply serendipitous.  
 Most significant in Coyote stories is that 
he shows us what we are capable of 
understanding.  Wiget (1990) points out that 
Coyote “functions not so much to call cultural 
categories into question as to demonstrate the 
artificiality of culture itself” (pp. 93 – 94).  
White’s poem describes the artificiality of the 
relationship between the tribes and the federal 
government.  The artificial he describes is the 
Gladstone 
31 
bureaucratization (Weber, 1922/1968) of a 
society that had not experienced bureaucracy.  
In contemporary times, this bureaucratization 
could possibly be seen as the establishment of 
an artificial culture, however this assumption 
requires further investigation. 
 Investigation is what Coyote is all 
about.  He wanders into the scene and 
investigates what he sees, hears, or smells.  
Although his senses trigger his id, his 
experiences are meant to trigger our superego.  
It is our role to make sense of his experiences, 
and to bring the unfinished back to the 
beginning and create a new perspective. 
 White closes his poem with Coyote 
sleeping as Crow sees the new day rising on 
the horizon.  To fully understand Coyote, one 
must not see a flat horizon ahead of Crow, but 
a curving arc that is only part of a sphere.  
Reality, as seen through Trickster, is non-
linear.  Crow, in White’s interpretation, can see 
into the future, but Coyote is grounded, 
experiencing the approaching day that he will 
live through, giving us more examples that we 
must interpret and make sense of.  Rather 
than watching from the high seats, Coyote 
participates in the day-to-day.  This is the story 
of Coyote – when he encounters the unknown, 
he acts.  It is our responsibility to learn from his 
actions, and behave appropriately.  White adds 
another character to teach us, that is Crow.  
Through Crow, White asks us to see beyond 
the bureaucracies that inhibit our growth as a 
society.  Coyote’s lesson is to make sense of 
them. 
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Abstract 
 
We propose in this article to take a story approach to organizational analysis. This implies that 
organizational life is perceived as polyphonic, equivocal, dialogical, unfinished and unresolved. 
We describe this approach as antenarrative inquiry in that it seeks to question established truths 
and moralities embedded in the narratives of the present. Antenarrative inquiry thus suspends 
beginnings, middles and ends in narratives and gives room for other voices. We propose 
Foucault’s power analysis, genealogy, as a method for antenarrative inquiry. We demonstrate 
the ideas of genealogy by relating it to Ricoeur’s work on narrative and time where experience is 
portrayed as a mimetic circle where endpoints lead back to pre-narration. We argue instead that 
organizational life is result of complex chains of interactions, negotiations and struggles. 
Genealogical scrutiny thus shakes up the mimetic circle and opens up for new interpretations of 
organizational life by revealing the power relations embedded in the conditions in which this life 
is storied and re-storied. 
       
 
Introduction 
 
We make four antenarrative moves in the 
paper. In this first section, we explore the 
relations between narrative and story in 
organizational analysis and we propose 
genealogy as a method for antenarrative 
inquiry. Secondly, we explore the principles 
of Ricoeur’s work on Narrative and Time. 
Thirdly we clarify the principles of a story 
approach in relation to Ricoeur’s work. 
Finally, we describe the principles of 
genealogical analysis and relate it to 
organizational analysis.  
 
The first antenarrative move is to explore the 
relations between narrative and story in 
organizational analysis. We suggest that 
organizational life often represented as and 
in narratives (Cunliffe, Luhmann and Boje 
2004; Czarniawska 2004). As such this life is 
represented as individual or institutionalized 
accounts, which are plotted and which have a 
relatively clear, beginning, middle and end (Boje 
and Durant 2006). Such narratives 
institutionalize and strengthen particular traits in 
organizations. They construct a sense of self 
and a sense of what the organization is all 
about (Chappell, Rhodes, Solomon, Tennant 
and Yates 2003). Through narrative we create 
coherence and unity from many different forces 
present in the context in which we live, breathe 
and act. According to Ricoeur (1984), these 
forces – caught in the notion of time - become 
human time by means of narrative.  
 
But narrative also has a darker side. Derrida 
describes it as a violent instrument of torture 
(2004, p. 78). Derrida thus takes an 
uncompromising attitude towards narrative. For 
him narrative is linked with an overall modern 
emphasis on truth, essence, unity and 
rationality. Organizational life is thus 
represented as a linear sequence of beginning, 
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middle and end thereby overlooking the 
different voices and complex interaction 
inherent in creating this life. Narrative 
becomes a tyranny of truth in demanding an 
“I” capable of organizing a narrative 
sequence and telling the truth (Derrida 2004, 
p. 81) – to tell us exactly what happened 
(Derrida 2004, p. 72).  
 
Through narrative analysis, organizational life 
thus becomes imprisoned in what Boje and 
Durant refer to as a modern obsession with 
the coherence of beginning, middle and end 
(BME-narratives) (Boje and Durant 2006). 
Narrative is a whole telling with a linear 
sequence of beginning, middle and end, and 
organized around a single plot that changes 
little over time (Boje 2008). Narrative thus 
contains a moral and “agreed” interpretation 
on something that is in reality fragmented, 
pluralistic, paradoxical and ambiguous. 
Narratives are moral imprisonment that seeks 
to control our interpretations, our actions and 
our potentials (Boje and Durant 2006, p. 19).  
 
Walter Benjamin is concerned the art of 
storytelling is coming to an end (1999, p. 83) 
and is being replaced with information, which, 
unlike storytelling, aims to convey the 
abstract essence of discourse. For Benjamin 
this is symptom of the secular productive 
forces of history, where storytelling becomes 
narrative and is gradually removed from the 
realm of living speech (p. 86). Modern 
narratives are then no longer born from 
experience; they don’t contain “…counsel 
woven into the fabric of everyday life…” and 
they don’t contain the integration of word, 
soul, eye and hand (e.g. Benjamin, 1999, p. 
86, pp. 105-106). 
 
Instead modern narratives are removed from 
the realm of living speech as noted above. 
This means that they are severed from the 
stories of everyday life. Modern narratives 
may be compared with what Bakhtin calls 
official and orthodox language (Bakhtin 1994, 
pp. 199-200), which means that they are 
dogmatic, monolithic, authoritarian and 
hegemonic to everyday life in organizations. 
Embedded in these narratives are particular 
practices of power (e.g. Foucault 1979; Gordon 
1980; Foucault 1993) that govern appropriate 
talk and actions in terms of governing 
expectations, roles, norms and standards in 
organizations. Results are that dialogues and 
positions become fixed with little room for other 
voices. 
 
In other words, we have to regain narrative to 
what Bakhtin calls the people’s second life in 
organizations. Here narrative would be linked to 
the peoples’ unofficial language (Bakhtin 1994, 
p. 198); that is to what he calls a carnival type of 
language. In organizations such narratives 
would expose the gay relativity of established 
truth and conceptions. They would emerge from 
a more free communication characterized by 
openness, mutuality and laughter as well as it 
contains the acceptance of mutual mocking and 
debasement of positions (pp. 199-200). 
 
The first step for regaining narrative to the 
people’s second life is for Nietzsche critical 
history. This is a radical step since critical 
history actually refuses narrative – that is, 
critical history is deployed in order to refuse who 
we are (Haugaard 1997). Critical history is 
characterized by dragging the past “before the 
court of justice”; investigate it meticulously and 
finally condemn it (Nietzsche 1997). In this 
sense, critical history refuses narrative; it 
knocks it off its pedestal and transforms it into 
something that is always antenarrative (Boje 
2001). In this process, narrative also loses its 
privileged and hegemonic position as an 
expression of experience (e.g. Jørgensen and 
Boje 2008).  
 
Antenarrative denotes “…the fragmented, non-
linear, incoherent, collective, unplotted and pre-
narrative speculation, a bet” (Boje 2001, p. 1). 
For Boje, antenarrative analysis is a solution to 
the crisis in modern narrative methods. 
Antenarrative analysis is the analysis of stories 
“…that are too unconstructed and fragmented to 
be analyzed in traditional approaches” (Boje 
2001, p. 1). Story is before – “ante” - narrative. 
To emphasize story instead of narrative means 
to uphold the unfinished and open character of 
interpretations and experiences. It is thus a 
condition for reflexive practice where we 
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engage in the “…act of questioning the basis 
of our thinking, surfacing the taken-for-
granted rules underlying organizational 
decisions, and examining critically our own 
practices and ways of relating with others” 
(Cunliffe and Jun 2005, p. 227).  
 
Unlike narrative, story has no borderlines: “It 
is at once larger and smaller than itself, it is 
entangled in a play with other “stories”, is part 
of the other, makes the other a part of itself 
etc. and remains utterly different from its 
homonym, narrative (Derrida 2004, p. 82). 
Stories occur in the moment and go in 
unpredictable directions. They float in a soup 
of bits and pieces. They are never alone but 
live and breathe in web of other stories (Boje 
2001, p. 18). Stories, when compared to 
narratives and dominant ideological 
repertories are certainly more dialogical and 
polyphonic, they tend to be always 
surrounded by scaffoldings of emergent 
contexts and deconstructionist critique as if 
they were always under construction, as if 
their authors resisted stories being high-
jacked for dominant narratives. 
 
Antenarrative inquiry, in other words, means 
to resist taken-for-grantedness and to praise 
the unfinished and the unresolved because 
this is the condition for learning something 
new. Antenarrative inquiry is the attempt to 
free stories from the linear sequence of 
beginning, middle and end in narrative (see 
next section). Organizational life is instead 
often perceived in categories first introduced 
outside of the realm of organizational 
theories or managerial sciences, namely in 
the literary scholarship of Bakhtin (e.g. 
Bakhtin 1981, 1994) or in philosophy of 
politics (Arendt, 1998), but presently imported 
into the realm of the sciences of organization 
and management. As such organizational life 
is viewed as polyphonic and plural and where 
internal tensions, contradictory forces and 
paradox are seen as inherent in 
organizational life. 
 
Antenarrative is an attempt to shake narrative 
by emphasizing that language is 
fundamentally open-ended, unfinished, 
unresolved, ambiguous, dialogical and plural. 
Antenarrative is before narrative but this 
“before” should be considered a permanent 
condition where the narrator is displaced in 
favor of emphasizing the historical conditions 
and circumstances in which stories develop(ed), 
evolve(d) and change(d). The intention, 
however, in antenarrative inquiry is not to 
execute the narrator. The intention is to 
increase her awareness of self by making her 
conscious of how she is affected by 
organizations, societies and cultures; that is to 
make her stronger and independent by making 
her more reflexive of self and her relationship 
with other people.  
 
To increase this awareness of self, we employ, 
as noted above, Nietzsche’s critical history. For 
that purpose, Nietzsche developed and 
employed genealogy to question the grand 
narratives of his contemporaries; in particular 
Christianity and Enlightenment modernity 
(Nietzsche 1992; Nietzsche 1997). By writing a 
genealogy of morality for example, Nietzsche 
wants to show us that morality has a history and 
thus that morality is an invention of a particular 
human type (Ansell Pearson in Nietzsche 1994, 
p. x).  
 
As such, Nietzsche argues that we need a 
knowledge of the conditions and circumstances 
in which that particular morality grew, evolved 
and changed; “morality as consequence, as 
symptom, as mask, as tartufferie, as illness, as 
misunderstanding, but also morality as cause, 
as remedy, as stimulant, as restraint, as poison” 
(Nietzsche 1992, p. 456). To gain an awareness 
of self is for Nietzsche to gain what he calls a 
historical spirit – an awareness of who you are 
and where you come from in order to master 
yourself on a higher level (Nietzsche 1992, First 
essay, section 2). This includes an awareness 
of the darker sides of our history because 
without acquiring a bad conscience we cannot 
envisage higher norms and new states of being, 
and we cannot attain self-mastery (Kaufmann 
1992, p. 448).  
 
Foucault later develops Nietzsche’s genealogy 
into his analytics of power (Foucault 1978; 
Foucault 1984). Genealogy thus becomes 
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employed in writing the history of the present 
(Foucault 1979, p. 31). It is an analytics of 
power used with a particular purpose – to 
make us more reflexive of the present by 
creating an alternative memory (Jørgensen 
2007, p. 15). To write a genealogy is first of 
all a reflexive endeavor directed against our 
taken-for-granted ways of thinking, acting 
and speaking. Genealogy is antenarrative 
inquiry in seeking to go beyond narrative 
imprisonment by trying to reconstruct the 
conditions under which stories grew, evolved 
and changed before they became trapped in 
narrative coherence. 
 
Genealogy records the history of 
interpretations. This means that present day 
narratives are not more true or just than 
others. They have a history where time has 
been interpreted and reinterpreted again and 
again according to particular historical 
conditions and circumstances. As such, 
interpretation is not the search for the single 
coherent plot in texts, talk and actions 
because interpretation already lies 
underneath them: when there is no single 
coherent plot to interpret “…then everything 
is open for interpretation” (Dreyfus and 
Rabinow 1982, p. 107). This groundlessness 
is at the heart of antenarrative.  
 
It means that we must leave behind the idea 
of narrative coherence. We are instead 
searching for an awareness of the conditions 
and circumstances in which narratives were 
configured thereby shaking the truth and 
morality claims of narrative and thereby 
opening up for other interpretations and other 
voices. We will now go ahead with describing 
the principles of antenarrative inquiry. We will 
first delve deeper into the notion of narrative 
by means of a description and discussion of 
Ricoeur’s idea of narrative as three-fold 
mimesis. This will be used in subsequent 
sections as a reference point for discussing 
story and genealogical analysis.  
 
Narrative temporality 
 
Ricoeur’s theory of time and narrative is a 
theory of narrative temporality (Cunliffe, 
Luhmann et al. 2004). Construction of 
experience is for Ricoeur captured in the notion 
of human time. By distinguishing between time 
and human time, he maintains that time exists 
beyond subjective experience and he seeks to 
overcome the object – subject divide present in 
the literature on time (Kemp 1999; Cunliffe, 
Luhmann and Boje 2004, p. 269). Time does 
not only exist as an existential subjective act as 
claimed by Augustin, Husserl and Heidegger 
(Ricoeur 1988; Kemp 1999); time exists as facts 
with a before and an after. Ricoeur suggests 
that narrative can reconcile objective and 
subjective conceptualizations of time by 
combining Augustin’s theory of time as threefold 
present with Aristotle’s writings on plot to 
develop a theory of time as threefold mimesis 
(Cunliffe, Luhmann and Boje 2004, pp. 269-
270).  
 
This means also that there are forces in time 
that interact with human experience. Arendt 
argues that action and speech are always 
concerned with the matters of the world “…out 
of which arise their specific, objective worldly 
interests” (Arendt 1998, p. 182). She 
distinguishes between a physical worldly in-
between which consists of the worlds of things 
and the worlds of physics. However she also 
identifies another in-between, which consists of 
deeds and words and owes its origin to men’s 
acting and speaking. This subjective in-between 
is not tangible but despite of this, this in-
between is no less real. She calls this reality the 
web of human relationships (Arendt 1998, pp. 
182-183).  
 
Time exists as a fact and condition for human 
existence and it is expressed in words, 
concepts, artifacts, rituals, symbols etc. 
(Henriksen, Nørreklit, Jørgensen, Christensen 
and O’Donnell 2004, pp. 19-20). The 
relationship between time and human time is 
mediated by language where the use of 
language is governed by tacit rules such as 
norms, traditions, conventions etc. (Wittgenstein 
1983; Shotter 2005; Jørgensen 2007). Human 
time is the experience of time. Ricoeur claims 
that between the activity of narrating a story and 
the temporal character of human experience, 
                                  Vol 8 Issue  8.1 September 2009  ISSN 1532-5555 
 
36 
there is a correlation which is not incidental 
but must be perceived as a transcultural 
necessity.  
 
Ricoeur’s hypothesis is that “…time becomes 
human to the extent that it is articulated 
through a narrative mode, and narrative 
attains its full meaning when it becomes a 
condition of human existence” (Ricoeur 1984, 
p. 52). Ricoeur explores the relations 
between time and narrative through what he 
calls three moments of mimesis. He refers to 
these three moments as mimesis1, mimesis2 
and mimesis3. What brings these moments 
together is the power of configuration. He 
suggests that the meaning comprised by the 
power of configuration is the result of the 
intermediary position between two operations 
which Ricoeur calls mimesis1 and mimesis3 
and which constitutes the two sides of 
mimesis2.  
 
This procedure is contrary to the scientific 
procedure, which Ricoeur calls the semiotics 
of a text (Ricoeur 1984, p. 53). Instead, 
Ricoeur’s approach is inspired by 
hermeneutics and the hermeneutical task is 
to reconstruct the set of operations, whereby 
a work lifts itself above the opaque depths of 
life, action and suffering and to be given by 
an author to readers who through their 
reception of the work change their ways of 
acting. Semiotic theory is, according to 
Ricoeur, only interested in the literary text. 
Hermeneutics, however, is concerned with 
the interplay between history, text, authors 
and readers (Ricoeur 1984, p. 53).  
 
He suggests that what is at stake is the 
process by which the textual configuration 
mediates through the prefiguration of the 
practical field and its refiguration in the 
reception of the work. It is the reader who is 
the operator and by means of acting – the 
action of reading – creates the unity that 
criss-crosses from mimesis1 to mimesis3 
through mimesis2 (Ricoeur 1984, p. 53). The 
relations between mimesis1, mimesis2 and 
mimesis3 constitute in this way “…the 
dynamics of emplotment”, that is how plot is 
shaped. It is this dynamic, which according to 
Ricoeur is the central element in the description 
of the relations between time and narrative.  
 
Ricoeur, in other words, claims to solve the 
problem of the relations between time and 
narrative by showing the mediating role that 
emplotment has between the moment of 
practical experience, which goes before 
emplotment, and the moment of refiguration that 
follows it. We are following, therefore, the 
destiny of a prefigured time that becomes a 
refigured time through the mediation of a 
configured time” (Ricoeur 1984, p. 54). Human 
time, the experience of things, is historical: 
there is a before (mimesis1) and an after 
(mimesis3) with intimate relations between 
them.  
 
Emplotment emerges on the background of a 
prefigured time that becomes a refigured time 
through the power of configuration. Narratives 
are created within a “circle of mimesis” (Ricoeur 
1984, pp. 71-76) where post-understandings 
lead back to starting points and within that 
dynamics incorporate pre-understandings of 
what he calls semantic structures, symbolic 
resources and temporal characteristics” 
(Cunliffe, Luhmann and Boje 2004, pp. 270-
271).  
 
Plot mediates in three different ways. First, it 
mediates between individual events and the 
story as a whole: “…It draws a meaningful story 
from a diversity of events or incidents 
(Aristotle’s pragmata) that it transforms the 
events or incidents into a story … In short, 
emplotment is the operation that draws a 
configuration out of a single succession” 
(Ricoeur 1984, p. 65). Secondly, the plot draws 
together heterogeneous factors such as “… 
agents, goals, means, interactions, 
circumstances, unexpected results” (Ricoeur 
1984, p. 65; Chappell, Rhodes, Solomon, 
Tennart and Yates 2003, p. 45).  
 
Finally plot mediates in a third way: “… that of 
its temporal characteristics. These allow us to 
call plot, by means of generalization, a 
synthesis of the heterogeneous” (Ricoeur 1984, 
p. 66). Emplotment combines in different ways 
two temporal dimensions: one chronological 
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and one that is not: “The former constitutes 
the episodic dimension of narrative. It 
characterizes the story insofar as it is made 
up of events. The second is the 
configurational dimension, through which the 
plot transforms events into a story” (Ricoeur 
1984, p. 66). Plot provides an end point of 
the story, which organizes the individual 
events and which makes it possible to follow 
a story.  
 
This end point of the story, its conclusion, 
must be acceptable as congruent with the 
events brought together in narrative (Ricoeur 
1984, pp. 66-67). The final stage of the 
mimetic circle is called mimesis3. With 
reference to Gadamer (1992), this stage 
corresponds to “application” (Ricoeur 1984, 
p. 70). Mimesis3 is where “the world of the 
text” intersects with the hearer/reader. It is 
where narrative experience is manifested in 
words and actions and becomes the object of 
“public” attention and where it undergoes 
inter-subjective negotiation and so forth. 
 
After having described the idea of narrative 
experience and narrative temporality, we will 
now criticize the idea of narrative and take us 
in the direction of story in the following 
section. We thereby construct a more critical 
view on narrative and argue that instead of 
narrative temporality, we should speak of 
polyphonic temporality.  
 
Polyphonic temporality 
 
Ricoeur presents human existence as a 
process directed towards the future with life 
as a continuous process of narration. What 
we at every moment may call the plot 
involves an interpretive organizing of life 
where the plot is continuously re-storied 
or/and reorganized throughout the duration of 
life. Ricoeur follows Gallie’s argument here 
and argues that the explanations a narrative 
contains are “…not born from something but 
“proceeds” in some way or another from 
some discourse that already has a narrative 
form” (1984, p. 149). Narrative is clearly 
hegemonic to story in the emphasis on plot 
as a basic condition of human existence, and 
where story is always subjected to the totality of 
the mimetic circle (narrative order). 
 
To narrate a story in Ricoeur’s circle of mimesis 
is to reduce heterogeneous factors into a single 
order. It is not necessarily a perfect order in the 
sense of not allowing internal tensions, 
paradoxes, inconsistencies, sudden reversals, 
horror and pity (1984, p. 73). These internal 
tensions and inconsistencies derive from the 
fact that narrative has a history; it proceeds 
from something. Still, Ricoeur’s model is 
definitely not antenarrative analysis, nor story 
analysis. The emphasis is on what Bakhtin calls 
the centripetal forces of language. forces that 
seek to overcome what he calls heteroglossia – 
that is the condition that the word uttered in that 
place and that time will have a different 
meaning than under other conditions (Bakhtin 
1981, p. 263 and p. 428). 
 
Ricoeur’s theory of experience as a mimetic 
circle is hermeneutical and the strategy of the 
theory in terms of understanding experience is 
likewise hermeneutical; namely to interpret the 
meaning of the text, or in other words to find the 
unity of the text. We feel however that a more 
critical strategy is required in relation to the 
analysis of organizational life. We don’t 
necessarily say that a hermeneutical strategy 
accepts relations of power in organizations; on 
the other hand, it doesn’t question them. In any 
case, we feel that we cannot leave the question 
of power unattended in relation to narrative 
analysis in organizations. Especially because 
organizations from the early days of 
organizational theory and until now were 
perceived as the modern instrument; as the 
manifestation of the rational society and rational 
decision making (Weber 1971); that is the non-
human, objective and effective bureaucracy. 
 
That does something to narratives because they 
are not constructed independently of the 
practices of power. Relations of power are 
embedded in narratives in the sense that they 
are reflected in and served by those narratives 
in so far as they construct ideological climate – 
but these power relations also surface in 
stories, be it in less obvious and unequivocal 
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manner, since they are accompanied by 
echoes of resistance and “talking back” to 
dominant ideologues (e.g. Fairclough 2001; 
Jørgensen 2007). Power relations govern the 
ways in which experience is constructed. Our 
knowledge and memories are governed by 
relations of power embedded in the language 
games (Wittgenstein 1983) by which life is 
constituted both individually and socially. But 
as noted earlier in the paper, modern 
narratives have removed themselves from 
the realm of living speech. This indicates that 
the mechanisms of power – that is 
surveillance, representation and expectations 
(Clegg 1989; Hardy and Clegg 1996; Clegg, 
Courpasson and Phillips 2006) - lead to the 
construction of linear, rational and stylized 
narratives that are far removed from the 
practices of everyday life.   
 
We don’t deny the presence and construction 
of narratives and we don’t deny that these 
narratives are important for human existence. 
But they are important in a less glorious 
manner than as usually described, which will 
be the center of human identity and 
experience. Instead, and in line with 
Nietzsche’s critical history, we perceive 
narrative as mask and disguise (e.g. Foucault 
1984); as a retrospective rationalization of 
talk and actions that, in reality, were not 
rational and were not logically coherent with 
previous actions. We thus perceive narrative 
as a modern spectacle, which pacifies actors 
in a passive consumption of commodity 
spectacles and services, and which distracts 
them from recovering the full range of their 
human powers (Boje, Luhmann and Cunliffe 
2003). 
  
In other words, relations of power produce an 
excess of rational and linear narratives. This 
excess is a manifestation of the expectations, 
norms, standards etc. for talk and action 
produced by society and organization. In 
capitalist societies and organizations, these 
expectations, norms and standards can be 
caught under the name of competition, 
consumption, effectiveness and nowadays 
flexibility and globalization (Sennett 1999; 
Bauman 2004), whereas there is little room 
for ethics (e.g. Bauman 1989; Jørgensen and 
Boje 2008), passion, recognition and community 
(Bauman 2004). Modern principles of 
management, organization and governance 
have created a void in human existence, which 
means that narratives have moved further and 
further away from living speech, as noted earlier 
with reference to Benjamin. 
 
We need to restore narrative to the realm of 
living speech and thus to the people’s second 
life. As noted, narratives would here be linked to 
a carnival type of language, which exposes the 
gay relativity of established truth and morality 
claims. Where such truth and morality claims 
lose their “untouchable” aura of seriousness, 
authority and self-righteousness and instead are 
exposed to laughter, ridicule and mocking. This 
includes in other words, the destruction and 
refusal of narrative as the centre of human 
experience. In other words, we refuse Ricoeur’s 
model of narrative as the centre of human 
experience. What we instead are looking for, 
are concepts and methods that allows for a 
more reflexive self based on the recognition that 
our conceptions of self, other and reality are 
specific to special historical, social and 
geographical conditions.  
 
In other words, we need Nietzsche’s critical 
history and its application in genealogical 
analysis (see next section). This implies taking 
a story approach in to the analysis of 
organizational life, where antenarrative is 
becomes the main principle. This implies the 
recognition that our stories are always open-
ended, unfinished and unresolved and further 
that experience is always polyphonic. According 
to Bakhtin, language always contains a 
multiplicity of voices that ensures the dynamics 
and development of language: “Alongside the 
centripetal forces, the centrifugal forces or 
language carry on their uninterrupted work; 
alongside verbal-ideological centralization and 
unification, the uninterrupted processes of 
decentralization and disunification go forward” 
(1981, p. 271). Narrative order and story 
disorder are thus countervailing forces that 
always exist side by side, and which ensures 
the development of language.  
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As such experience might better be 
described as polyphonic temporality instead 
of narrative temporality. Narrative has an 
important function in providing a stable 
center, which according to Spivak reflects 
humankind’s common desire for assurance of 
mastery (Spivak 1997, p. xi). But this 
narrative mastery is an illusion, which is 
continuously challenged, penetrated and 
undermined by many different forces of time. 
Instead, we suggest that the meanings that 
humans construct in every moment of their 
life are highly situational, accidental, 
occasional and constantly fluctuating. As 
such individuals and organizations are 
always in a state of becoming and in a 
search for meaning. This becoming and 
search for meaning non-linear, 
discontinuous, fragmented and dialogical 
because action and speech always emerges 
in the worldly-in-between as noted by Arendt 
(noted earlier).  
 
A story approach takes its starting point in 
this in-between and is thus more interested in 
the web of human relationships with its 
conflicting wills and intentions, which produce 
actions and speech (Arendt 1998, p. 184). 
Story, in other words, implies the analysis of 
actions and speech in a plural or polyphonic 
world. Speech and action take place in and 
through a multiplicity of force relations 
(Foucault 1993, pp. 333-334) in which no one 
is an author or producer of their life stories 
but instead are seen as shaped by language 
(Michelfelder and Palmer 1989, p. 2; Arendt 
1998, p. 184) from which they become co-
authors and co-producers of history through 
inter-subjective participation and negotiation.  
 
What we at every moment may refer to as 
plot is in other words the result of a collective 
act of storytelling. It is “…a joint performance 
of tellers and hearers in which often 
overlooked, very subtle utterances play an 
important role in the negotiation of meaning 
and co-production in a story-telling episode” 
(Boje 1991, p. 107). Further this plot is never 
finished and never whole, always in stage of 
transition and change. In other words we are 
always searching for the plot. Story share the 
same characteristics as language in being 
fundamentally ambiguous, open-ended, 
negotiated, socially constructed, unfinished and 
unresolved. Language is a game or play with 
words, concepts and meanings (Wittgenstein 
1983). Construction of reality is a complex, 
multi-flow process, which includes dynamic, 
spontaneous story-telling processes – and with 
increasing sophistication and complexity of 
these socio-cultural flows, storytellers and 
storytelling have to embrace and accommodate 
an increasing awareness of playing language 
games.  
 
After having made a transition from a position of 
narrative temporality (narrative) to polyphonic 
temporality (story) we will now sketch some 
principles of one story approach to 
organizational analysis, namely genealogy.  
 
Genealogy 
 
The concept of story implies the suspension of 
beginning, middles and ends in order that more 
complex, dialogical and interactive stories of 
becoming become possible. We thus seek to 
allow for other voices to speak and gain a more 
reflexive relationship to the world. To perform 
such antenarrative inquiry, we propose drawing 
on genealogical analysis (Flyvbjerg 2001; 
Jørgensen 2002; Jørgensen 2007). We thus 
shift the emphasis in Ricoeur’s model from the 
narrator and from narrating to the conditions 
and circumstances in which stories grew, 
evolved and changed. 
 
Genealogy doesn’t accept that the narrator has 
a unified identity, which defines the narrator’s 
relationship to the world across time and space. 
In fact, genealogy doesn’t see actors as 
narrators but rather sees the narrator as a 
character or role played by a storyteller, when 
reflecting on life at a distance thereby creating a 
mask and disguise for living life, which goes on 
with other people, and which is much more 
fragmented, splintered and multilayered. This 
means that genealogy emphasizes the context 
and spaces where life is storied, and re-storied 
(Cunliffe, Luhmann and Boje 2004, p. 272) – a 
viewpoint that makes life more dynamic, liquid, 
polyphonic and paradoxical. These 
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circumstances comprise other actors/actants 
(Latour 1996) with whom/what we engage.  
 
As such the truth and morality claims of any 
narrative are thrown to suspicion and 
laughter in that, genealogy seeks to expose 
how power relations are embedded in 
narratives. It does that by exposing the 
cultural-political conditions in which 
narratives are framed; conditions which have 
a long history of how we have come to 
perceive and know things. Genealogy was 
Nietzsche’s way of writing critical history that 
was acting counter to our time, thereby acting 
on our time and hopefully for the time to 
come (Nietzsche 1997, p. 60; Elden 2001, 
pp. 111-112). Later, it became an 
indispensable part of Foucault’s studies of 
the relations between power and knowledge 
(Gordon 1980). Here, it was employed in 
writing the history of the present, which 
means taking an interest in the past in order 
to write the history of the present (Foucault 
1979, p. 31).  
 
This demands that we see our thoughts, 
ideas, concepts, actions, norms and 
standards as descended from history. As 
such we have to follow the stories in order to 
understand the present, including the 
narratives which are an indispensable part of 
identity (Chappell, Rhodes, Solomon, 
Tennant and Yates 2003; Sfard and Prusak 
2005). By writing a history of the present, 
Foucault wishes to go beyond the narratives 
of the present in order to open them up for 
questioning. He calls these uses of history, 
the parodic, dissociative and sacrificial uses 
of history (Foucault 1984, pp. 91-95; Bauer 
1999, p. 62; Jørgensen 2007, pp. 71-74). 
They are characterized by the attempt to tear 
of the “masks” (narratives) of the present in 
order to write an alternative memory of what 
happened. 
 
The parodic use is directed against reality in 
opposing “…the theme of history as 
reminiscence or recognition” (Bauer 1999, p. 
61). It is concerned with getting “behind” 
history thus avoiding being seduced by the 
web of stories and narratives, all of which 
conceal the emergence of phenomena in 
imagined truths and morality claims. These 
imagined truths are embedded in language 
games and thus in stories and narratives of 
heroes and scoundrels, rational explanations, 
romanticism, images and so on. Genealogical 
analysis seeks to tear off such masks and map 
actual events in their correct chronological 
order, in the proper context, and with a proper 
description of who is involved, and what part 
they play. This includes the winners, the losers, 
the marginalized and the privileged. Genealogy 
thus seeks to tell a different, detailed and varied 
story of the emergence of particular forms of life 
in organizations. 
 
The dissociative use is directed against identity 
in opposing history as continuity or 
representative of tradition. The dissociative use 
of history is thus more closely linked to identity 
as the sense of self (Harré & Gillett 1994, pp. 
103-104) and often expressed in people’s 
narrating and narratives (Sfard and Prusak 
2005; Pullen 2005; Chappell, Rhodes, Solomon, 
Tennant and Yates 2003). The dissociative use 
of history seeks to demonstrate the 
complexities, the contradictions and the 
paradoxes in relation to who people are and 
how they have become who they are. The 
dissociative use of history seeks to reveal that 
people are part of history and as such are 
subjected to influences and pressures to speak 
and act in particular ways. It may demonstrate 
that people are capable of practically anything 
in order to promote their own intentions and 
interests.  
 
The dissociative use of history thus seeks to 
reveal the whole spectrum of human 
characteristics and human history. It doesn’t 
allow us to forget the darker sides in the 
panoply of human identity and integrity. The 
dissociative use of history is directed towards 
peoples’ image of themselves. Their ‘own 
image’ is conceived of as a construction and a 
mask, which may only provide a one-eyed and 
maybe even a narcissistic representation of who 
they are.  
 
Finally, the sacrificial use is directed against 
truth in opposing the traditional “objective” 
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historian (Bauer 1999, p. 61). Power is as 
noted as an indispensable part of this 
development and the question of power is 
one reason why Nietzsche criticizes 
traditional historians of morality because the 
“… historical spirit itself is lacking in them …” 
(Nietzsche 1992, p. 12). The third use of 
history seeks to demonstrate how speech 
and actions originate and are driven from 
peoples’ intentions, interests, passions, 
feelings and will. Foucault refers to this as 
“the will to power” (Foucault 1984, p. 89) or 
“the will to knowledge”, which is, as 
mentioned before, inspired by Nietzsche 
(Nietzsche 1992, pp. 514-515; Nietzsche 
1968).  
 
The “will” penetrates the production of the 
text. The text, therefore, is anything but 
neutral, objective or value free’. It is saturated 
with passions, interests and intentions and 
exists in a continuous struggle and 
confrontation with other’s passions, interests 
and intentions. Violence, blood, conflict, 
dominance and slavery are embedded in the 
production of texts – not liberty, equality or 
fraternity (see also Foucault 1984, p. 96). 
The sacrificial use of history perceives social 
processes as driven by people with different 
passions, intentions, interests and feelings. 
Developments are not the result of any 
objective truth. The sacrificial use of history 
demonstrates how phenomena are the 
results of many small force relations which 
interact in particular ways to create the larger 
patterns. Foucault’s power analysis is unique 
since it not only assumes that reality is 
socially constructed—it also seeks to 
demonstrate in a very deep fashion how it is 
socially constructed. 
 
According to Nietzsche everything said and 
done needs to be judged according to 
questions of whom, where and when - that is, 
there is no independently objective and de-
contextualised truth or justice. It is “the good 
themselves who have judged themselves and 
their actions as good (Nietzsche 1994, p. 12). 
Therefore, Dreyfus and Rabinow claim that 
Foucault’s genealogy is interpretive analytics 
(Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982). Interpretive 
analytics involves this kind of historical spirit 
where everything said and done is judged and 
evaluated according to the context in which it is 
said and done. It seeks to make people 
conscious of who they are, where they come 
from and why things are the way they are. 
 
Through the use of history, Foucault wishes to 
bring subjected knowledge into play in order to 
show that things need not be so. History is his 
critique (Haugaard, 1997, p. 44). More 
specifically genealogy is “…an insurrection of 
subjugated knowledges” (Foucault 1980, p. 81). 
Two kinds of knowledge are resurrected. The 
first is historical contents that have been buried 
and disguised in coherence or formal 
systemisation (Foucault 1980, pp. 81-82). That 
is, narratives of the present impose an abstract 
and unitary order on material that is otherwise 
fragmented and distorted. This means that 
instead of looking at organizational change with 
the unifying order of the narrative, we should 
look at organizational change as a collection of 
dispersed events with their own history and 
identity and existing in their own specific 
context. It is through the revival of such local 
knowledge – local stories – that Foucault 
wishes to give us a more appropriate picture of 
the conditions of organizational change and 
thus wants to allow us to follow the stories 
before they become trapped in narrative.  
 
The second is about reviving directly 
disqualified knowledge (Foucault 1980, p. 82) – 
stories that are deemed illegitimate and barred 
or excluded from analysis. These are the 
marginalized voices: the losers in the 
storytelling game – the stories that lost the 
battle and thereafter almost completely 
disappeared from the scene. These are the 
darker sides of history - those events that 
people might like to forget because they are 
embarrassing, shameful or just do not fit with 
their constructed images of themselves. People 
are not necessarily polite, civilized, noble, 
pragmatic or reasonable. Genealogy is open for 
the worst cases to occur (Flyvbjerg 2001, p. 95). 
People can be evil, immoral, obnoxious, selfish 
and capable of doing whatever it takes to 
promote their own intentions or interests. 
Genealogy reveals that the concept of liberty is 
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an invention of the ruling classes and not 
necessarily the basic condition of man 
(Foucault 1979, pp. 78-79). It reveals that 
rationality was born in an altogether 
reasonable fashion - from chance (Foucault 
1984, p. 78; Bauer 1999, p. 61).  
 
As such, genealogy doesn’t see history as 
logical or directed to improvement and 
Enlightenment. On the contrary, because 
“…historical beginnings are lowly: not in the 
sense of modest or discreet steps of a dove, 
but derisive and ironic, capable of undoing 
every infatuation” (Foucault 1984, p. 79). 
Power should also be understood in this 
equally less glorious and more mundane 
manner. It does not derive from the king. The 
constitution of social life is instead derived 
from “…a complex set of petty and ignoble 
power relations” (Haugaard, 1997, p. 43). 
Power is the consequence of local strategies 
and is the overall effect of petty 
confrontations between actors fighting over 
what is true and what is just (e.g. Haugaard, 
1997, pp. 68-69). 
 
As such genealogy seeks to show how these 
“storytelling games” developed, where they 
came from, how they evolved and changed, 
who were involved and in what 
circumstances these kinds of story-ing were 
produced. Genealogy recognizes that actors 
have descended from many different places 
(Foucault 1984, pp. 81-83; see also 
Jørgensen 2007, pp. 66-67, and Bauer 1999, 
pp.60-61 on the notion of descent (Herkunft). 
Actors have a history and this history 
influences, limits and makes possible certain 
ways of story-ing realities. But descent does 
not stem from one place; it stems from many 
different places. This implies that the self has 
numberless beginnings and is fragmented, 
differentiated and shaped by accidents.  
 
“… to follow the complex course of 
descent is to maintain passing events in 
their proper dispersion; it is to identify 
the accidents, the minute deviations - or 
conversely, the complete reversals - the 
errors, the false appraisals, and the 
faulty calculations that gave birth to 
those things that continue to exist and 
have value for us: it is to discover that truth 
and being do not lie at the root of what we 
know and what we are, but the exteriority 
of accidents” (Foucault, 1984, p. 81). 
 
Furthermore, genealogy seeks to show how 
phenomena have emerged (Foucault 1984; see 
also Jørgensen 2007, pp. 67-68, on the notion 
of emergence) as a consequence of complex 
“storytelling games” involving many different 
actors in different positions and with different 
intentions. In the same way as descent is not to 
be considered as an undisturbed continuity, 
neither is emergence the final stage of historical 
development. Emergence is linked with force 
and the purpose of an analysis of emergence is 
to delineate the interaction between different 
forces: 
 
“Emergence is always produced through a 
particular stage of forces. The analysis of 
the Entstehung must delineate this 
interaction. The struggle these forces 
wage against each other or against 
adverse circumstances, and the attempt to 
avoid degeneration and regain strength by 
dividing these forces against themselves” 
(Foucault, 1984, pp. 83-84). 
 
“Force” and “struggle” are central to the analysis 
of emergence. It is a scene on which different 
forces meet face-to-face (Foucault, 1984, p. 
84). While descent describes the character of 
the instinct and its inscription in the body, 
emergence is “…a place of confrontation” 
(Foucault, 1984, p. 84). Emergence is the result 
of a relation between forces. As a consequence, 
no one is responsible for emergence; “…no one 
can glory in it, since it always occurs in the 
interstice” (Foucault, 1984, p. 85). As such the 
actions of people have to be viewed in 
interaction with particular material 
circumstances and other actors. This means 
that emergence is never finished or complete. It 
moves through new relations and new 
confrontations, which carry with them new 
objects and new ways of speaking and where it 
becomes fixed in rituals, in procedures, in 
norms and rules, in concepts and words, in 
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systems and technologies, in stories, in 
storytelling and in narratives. 
 
We have now described the principles of 
genealogical analysis and we will now draw 
some methodological implications and 
summarize the conclusions. 
 
Discussion and conclusions  
 
Genealogy has implications in terms of 
understanding and inquiring into 
organizational life. Neither Foucault nor 
Nietzsche takes for granted the identity of 
phenomena. Instead they search for the non-
identical by exploring dissensions, disparities 
and differences (Bauer 1999, p. 63). In other 
words, genealogy searches for stories rather 
than narratives. It thus displaces what Bauer 
calls “…universalized accounts of history and 
create counter narratives that reject and 
subvert the ideological presuppositions of 
enlightenment” (Bauer 1999, p. 63). In order 
to do that, Nietzsche and Foucault uses 
history as noted before. 
 
In practical terms, this requires a great 
collection of source material which might 
illuminate what takes place in different 
contexts and spaces and in different points in 
time: “Genealogy is gray, meticulous and 
patiently documentary” (Foucault 1984, p. 
76). In other words we need source material 
which may provide rich accounts of the 
complex course of history which leads to the 
emergence of new organizational 
phenomena. These are accounts that ideally 
should make it possible to follow the stories 
as they progress, develop and change 
through interactions and negotiations among 
actors in different positions and with different 
intentions.  
  
These storytelling episodes that result in the 
emergence of new organizational 
phenomena thus become more like a game 
that changes with every move. Game or 
language game is a brilliant metaphor here 
as it incorporates the notion of moves, 
countermoves, tactics and positioning 
(Jørgensen 2007, p. 38). Like language 
games, stories are always under constant 
change, which changes the conditions for the 
next move (see also Gergen, Gergen and 
Barrett 2004, pp. 42-44). The game (or games) 
takes place on many different scenes or sets.  
 
This is similar to Tamara, Los Angeles’ longest 
running play (described in Boje 2001). This play 
takes place on many different scenes and sets. 
It has actors, who come and go; the audience is 
rolled in and out and follows the stage acts in 
different scenes. It is a story - which never 
ends. The stories are never finished and always 
appear to be looking for their plots. Stories are 
not predictable; and the history of organizations 
are apt to be full of surprises, coincidences, 
inconsistencies, circumstance and chance – 
because people are wonderfully intelligent, 
wise, imaginative, cheerful, joyful and lustful but 
they are also sometimes irrational, incompetent, 
envious and greedy for power.  
 
Story implies that we need knowledge about 
interactions and negotiations among actors. We 
don’t want to argue for avoiding interviews with 
actors because individual actors are invaluable 
sources of memory in most cases, and it would 
be extremely difficult to interpret interactions 
without asking the actors who take part in these 
interactions. But these accounts need to be 
supplemented with other forms of source 
material and they need to be organized so that 
they provide knowledge of interactions in 
contexts, spaces and time. We don’t want the 
actors to interpret their life story, to abstract or 
to generalize. We want them to describe what 
they do in interaction with other people. Simple 
questions of who did what, what happened, 
where and when did it happen, and what were 
the circumstances are genealogical questions. 
 
In genealogical analysis such accounts need to 
be supplemented with other sources; for 
example what Foucault would call the archive: 
that is the collection of historical material 
(Jørgensen 2007, p. 56). This includes minutes 
from meeting, reports, letters, diaries, log 
books, accounts, budgets and other historical 
material produced in specific historical 
circumstances (e.g. Flyvbjerg 1991; Boje 1995; 
Jørgensen 2007). Finally these sources may be 
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supplemented by other research methods, 
which record interaction as it occurs in the 
moment. Examples are tape recordings (e.g. 
Silverman and Jones 1976) or participant 
observation (e.g. Boje 1991). 
 
In principle, genealogy seeks to focus on 
what occurs in the moment of becoming. This 
may sound paradoxical, since genealogy is a 
special kind of historical analysis. But it 
implies the suspensions of presumptions and 
prejudices about what happened; 
presumptions and prejudices embedded in 
the language of the present. Instead we need 
to approach the event on its own terms. 
Events thus have to be studied as different 
events in order to notice how stories develop, 
evolve and change. For that purpose, 
Foucault uses archaeological descriptions in 
the first phase of genealogy.  
 
Archaeology is characterized as a pure 
description of discursive events (Foucault 
1995, p. 27). It is a method for organizing a 
description of such events, and the simple 
organizing principles are chronology, actors 
and space (Jørgensen 2007, p. 57). Foucault 
defines archaeology as a non-interpretative 
discipline and as a systematic rewriting of 
history (Foucault 1995, pp. 138-140). It is a 
disinterested (Flyvbjerg 1991, p. 98) and 
detailed rewriting of history, which is why 
genealogy is gray and patiently documentary. 
The purpose of this non-interpretative 
archaeological procedure is to open our eyes 
for a new and more complex and varied 
interpretation of history and to allow history to 
emerge “from below” so to speak.  
 
Genealogy is the tactics by which 
archaeological descriptions are brought into 
play (Foucault 1980, p. 85). Genealogy is 
thus constructed from archaeological 
descriptions and it brings in interests, 
intentions and relations of power as key 
interpretive concepts for mapping out the 
political situation in a particular society or 
organization (e.g. Elden 2001): “…it (power) 
is the name that one attributes to a complex 
strategical situation…” (Foucault 1993, p. 
334). Genealogy is thus an interpretative 
strategy designed to initiate a critical stance 
towards the truth claims carried by language 
(Bauer 1999, p. 57).  
 
In sum, we need to ground organization science 
in human action, interaction, imagination, in 
addition to intentions and interests. More 
specifically we need to show how these actions, 
interactions, imaginations, intentions and 
interests influence the storytelling performances 
in organizations and also how these storytelling 
performances influence the narratives of the 
present. Otherwise we do not get a proper 
understanding of narrative – we are bound to 
misunderstand them and explain them away as 
an act of god or some grand narrative. But 
instead of inventing an explanation, it is simply 
human will or more precisely the interactions, 
struggles and negotiations between many 
different wills that are the drivers of history.  
 
Storytelling is not an act of Nietzsche’s will to 
power (see for example Nietzsche 2003, pp. 
136-139; Nietzsche 1992, pp. 54-55); rather 
storytelling and narratives are the results of 
relations of power in Foucault’s sense of the 
word. The difference is that where will to power 
is a basic psychological instinct in man, 
Foucault sees all interests and intentions as the 
result of “…strategies without strategists” 
(Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, p. 109) with 
individuals viewed as the products of power 
(Foucault 1979, p. 194). That is, will itself is the 
product of history; the will is subjectively present 
but the direction of the will is socially moulded. 
As such people create history but they do not so 
as they please, but in the conditions and 
contexts determined by social relations and 
conflicts. 
  
Both share an interest in using genealogy as a 
means of self-overcoming - to become aware of 
self and attain a reflexive self and thus use 
genealogy as a first step towards emancipation 
(see Fairclough 2001, p. 1) by making selves 
conscious about how ways of thinking, acting 
and talking have been constructed through 
history: “…that people accept as truth, as 
evidence, some themes which have been built 
up at a certain moment during history and that 
this so-called evidence can be criticized and 
Jørgensen & Boje 
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destroyed” (Foucault in an interview with Rux 
Martin 1988, p. 11). Genealogical history is 
made for cutting (Foucault 1984, p. 88; 
Nietzsche 1997, p. 75-76), hence breaking 
with the past for the benefit of the time to 
come.  
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Abstract 
 
This paper is about an entrepreneurial fraternity and its role in reworking and reframing 
entrepreneurial excess.  We achieve this through considering the historical presentation of the 
entrepreneur as an isolated individual, a maverick, can be mediated through the adoption of 
historical modes of organisation that have been appropriated to provide conformity, legitimacy 
and a sense of belonging.  To achieve the purpose of our paper we examine the website of the 
Memphis based society of entrepreneurs (www.societyofentrepreneurs.com).  Through 
examination of stories on the website, we show how the conservativeness of the stories 
presented may play a key role in creating a entrepreneurial identity that counters the rebellious 
and recklessness of the young turks.  We suggest that while these modes of organisation may 
initially seek to curb entrepreneurial excess, in time, they have the potential to be abused, and 
thus, in themselves, become a form of excess.   
  
 
 
Introduction: the paradox of the 
networked loner? 
 
Entrepreneurial activity is seen as the 
dynamo that drives change in the economic 
order through processes of ‘creative 
destruction’, a belief rooted in the modernist 
project of improvement.  Lewis and 
Llewellyn (2004) suggest that the enterprise 
culture prevalent in Western society is a 
moral crusade that validates the power and 
capacities of individual entrepreneurs to 
change institutions and organisations.  As a 
consequence, society may choose to allot 
an unusual degree of licence to 
rebelliousness, and maybe even 
recklessness, on the part of those it anoints 
as entrepreneurs.  There is a long tradition 
of valorising entrepreneurs as mavericks, 
hero figures and lone wolves admired as 
much for their cunning as for their qualities 
as serious self-made (usually) men 
(Nicholson and Anderson, 2005).  The 
psychological profile of the entrepreneur 
post Kets de Vries (1977) is that of the 
loner, an industrious and enterprising child 
prodigy figure who has often had to 
overcome social difficulties to create a 
precarious business empire in early 
adulthood. As a result, it has become 
common to portray the entrepreneur as a 
tragic, yet charismatic, figure struggling for 
survival for self and organization, with the 
need to fight for organizational legitimacy 
and reputation as entrepreneurial activity 
reformulates the economic order.  
Consequentially, entrepreneur stories are 
circulated widely in the public 
Warren & Smith   
49 
consciousness, as heroic tales of mavericks 
overcoming obstacles set out by 
bureaucracies and established elites.  The 
classic entrepreneur occupies then, a 
paradoxical position: often portrayed as an 
individual set apart from the society that 
spawned them, by dint of their 
entrepreneurial proclivity, yet also expected 
to connect with society in engaging, or 
challenging, ways in order to change it.   
 
Much early research in entrepreneurship 
was dominated by personality theories that 
focused on the traits or attributes necessary 
for individuals to achieve entrepreneurial 
success.  Yet the notion of the lone 
entrepreneur has been under attack for 
some time, with for example Reich (1987) 
suggesting it is an artefact of a bygone age.  
To all intents and purposes, this perspective 
has been supplanted by a rapidly expanding 
literature on social networking. The 
importance of social networking for 
entrepreneurs is now universally 
recognised, and business advisors and 
educationalists alike advise aspirant 
entrepreneurs to be assiduous and tireless 
in their constant engagement with the social 
side of doing business. Group settings are 
contrived around social events and 
informational discussions and 
presentations.  There is a strong 
expectation that through such immersion, 
the successful entrepreneur will become 
adept at ‘working a room’ as a collector of 
people and useful contacts. However, there 
is an implicit assumption that the sole 
purpose in the entrepreneur engaging in the 
activity of networking is to generate and 
exploit business opportunities from a purely 
economic standpoint.  As a consequence, 
we can see the paradox of the ‘networked 
loner’, where stories of the entrepreneur as 
a person of independent mind and action 
still hold credence.  Yet, even if the notion of 
the lone maverick is a myth, it can be a 
dangerous one; as we have discussed 
elsewhere (Smith and Warren, 2009), while 
society encourages innovation and 
entrepreneurship as drivers for economic 
growth, establishment figures may well feel 
endangered by the potentially threatening 
element inherent in Schumpeterian ‘creative 
destruction’ and act to thwart an individual’s 
entrepreneurial progress.  As a result, it is 
perhaps not surprising that entrepreneurs 
may band together in more formalised 
organisations in which they can achieve a 
sense of social connection and identity that 
may – or may not -- be denied them in wider 
establishment circles.   
 
 
The paradox of the networked loner is 
important then, as it presents a nexus of 
influences concerning how we organise for 
work, for social connection and for 
economic success.  To explore this paradox 
further, this paper examines a group of 
entrepreneurs, the Memphis Society of 
Entrepreneurs, who have organised 
themselves in what we argue is a neo-
entrepreneurial fraternity.  Through the 
website, 
(www.societyofentrepreneurs.com), the 
Society presents stories of entrepreneurship 
in an attempt to build legitimacy, reputation, 
and perhaps a sense of history and 
belonging.  We suggest that the 
conservative context and content of the 
stories goes further, providing a 
generational context (Down and Reveley, 
2004) for the formation of entrepreneurial 
identity.  While we are not critical of the 
Society per se but suggest that the 
organisational aspects of fraternity and the 
generational differentiation, leave it open to 
possibilities of social control, and 
correspondingly, excess.  We achieve our 
aims through a ‘close reading’ of the 
website (Amernic and Craig, 2006) examine 
the website of the Memphis based society 
of entrepreneurs.  In producing our account, 
we complement the literature on accounts of 
entrepreneurship the (re)production of 
identity through discourse. 
 
Background: Fraternity, legitimacy and 
generational difference 
 
Biographical material suggests that the 
politics of networking, canvassing and 
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exploiting opportunities across a wide range 
of social settings, not just in work-oriented 
networks, is part and parcel of the modus 
vivendi of the entrepreneur.  While there is a 
limited literature that treats entrepreneurs as 
a plurality, such as entrepreneurial classes 
(Blok, 1974), the entrepreneur as a status 
group (Breen & Rottman, 1995), 
entrepreneurial communities (Diamond, 
1970; Robertson, 1980) and entrepreneurial 
elites (Casson, 1990), by and large, the 
more subtle, socially constructed aspects of 
networking that relate to politics, social 
status, power, legitimacy and reputation are 
rarely considered by researchers.  The myth 
of the economically rational, self-sufficient 
entrepreneur, managing to recognize 
economic opportunity in networked settings, 
yet somehow operating in an isolated 
manner outside social structures to realize 
them, seems to linger in a somewhat 
ambiguous way that would benefit from 
further study. 
 
Though entrepreneurs may have 
‘idiosyncrasy credits’ that grant a degree of 
behavioural licence, (Hollander, 1958), 
legitimacy is a tender social construct 
(Deephouse and Carter, 2005), resulting 
from an assessment of an organization by a 
broader social system. The fight with the 
establishment and the arrogant 
rebelliousness of many high profile 
entrepreneurs, is part of the romance of a 
particular genre of entrepreneur stories.  
Take Herb Kelleher for example, the Harley-
riding force behind the growth of South 
West airlines (in doing so, developing a 
business model that has revolutionised 
regional air transport in Europe).  Yet these 
tales of bureaucratic challenge by no-
nonsense individuals like Kelleher do not tell 
the whole story.  Over time, we have come 
to appreciate that a nervous establishment 
may retain the right to metaphorically ‘roll 
the blackball’ to thwart entrepreneurial 
progress, through undermining legitimacy 
and preventing heroic identity being 
achieved, or by effecting a rapid 
transformation from hero to villain.  The 
Victorian entrepreneur Thomas Lipton 
apparently suffered such a plight in the UK 
as evidenced in the biography by Mackay 
(1998). A contemporary example is that of 
entrepreneur and tycoon Mohammed Al 
Fayed, who for all his flamboyance and 
success has repeatedly failed to achieve the 
legitimacy of acceptance into the British 
establishment that he so obviously covets. 
Another example of an entrepreneur 
shunned by the establishment is the 
infamous Nicholas Van Hoogstraten. The 
enigmatic and mysterious tycoon Robert 
Maxwell likewise failed to achieve the seal 
of approval and acceptance by British 
society (Greenslade, 1992). Both Al Fayed 
and Maxwell are / were portrayed as 
embittered men and pilloried in the press. 
To this date a question mark still hangs over 
the dealings of the high profile entrepreneur 
Philip Green who has yet to receive the final 
seal of approval by the City (Lansley & 
Forrester, 2005).  Indeed, this phenomenon 
is not confined to Western society, as noted 
by Warren (2007) in the case of Takafumie 
Horie, the ex-poster boy for Japanese 
entrepreneurship, currently appealing 
against a conviction of insider trading. 
 
Perhaps it is not surprising then, in light of 
these complex social processes of 
acceptance and discrimination, belonging 
and marginalisation, that entrepreneurs 
should form their own elite groups to 
achieve a sense of identity and community 
and indeed to achieve strength in numbers 
and influence to effect social legitimacy.  
Wade et al (2003) note that there is a 
tendency for successful entrepreneurs to 
gravitate towards their own kind, forming 
local elite groupings that exist in an uneasy 
alliance between the rich and powerful, the 
established business elite and the parvenu 
entrepreneurs.  In doing so, they draw on a 
historical tradition where for hundreds of 
years, much of social life has been 
organized around work patterns and job 
status through methods of social 
organization such as Guilds, Free Masonry 
and Gentlemen’s Clubs.  Membership is 
usually based upon espousals of fraternity, 
equality, fellowship, and shared ideals. 
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Normally they are selective as one has to 
be nominated by existing members and 
there are usually rules of behaviour and 
ritualized ways of behaving. Membership 
bestows legitimacy and acceptance upon a 
nominee.  As such, they are a confluence of 
power, privilege and status, which may not 
sit comfortably with the image of rebellious 
maverick: there is a need for the story to 
evolve to reflect growing business maturity.  
 
Casson (1990: xxiv) described the formation 
of these ‘self-perpetuating oligarchies’ as 
the establishment maintains its power by 
gradually assimilating the most successful 
entrepreneurs that arise to challenge it.  
Correspondingly, maverick entrepreneurs 
may begin to engage with established 
traditions as they and their businesses 
mature, and new forms of business-related 
legitimacy begin to appear in their social 
realm, such as the joining of golf clubs, 
rotary clubs, Masonic lodges and private 
gentleman’s clubs for example, as well as 
the adoption of a ‘country squire’ lifestyle.  
Of course, from an historical perspective, 
such social institutions exist at all, at least in 
part, because the business elite too, exist in 
uneasy tension (and at times overlap) with 
another powerful elite class, the landed 
aristocracy, who affect disdain of ‘new 
money’, resisting not only the gauche 
pretensions of the parvenu/nouveau riche 
entrepreneur (Packard, 1961; Neale, 1983), 
but indeed any endeavour linked to rational 
economic or commercial gain.   
 
Of course, maverick entrepreneurs do not 
change their spots overnight.  
Entrepreneurial challenge may continue in 
the business sphere, at least for a time, this 
can be balanced by philanthropic largesse.  
Central to identity construction in such 
groups are biographical tales of heroic 
challenge, adversity overcome, and often 
culminating in grand, organised 
philanthropic gestures, Bill Gates’ 
Foundation being just one recent example.  
In these stories, the wildness of 
entrepreneurial youth appears to be tamed 
by more conservative understandings of 
how to do ‘serious’ business. The stories 
then, can enable a smoothing of the 
trajectory through a phase of ‘maturation’, 
that calls to mind Lave and Wenger’s (1991) 
triadic group relations between masters 
(old-timers), young masters (journeymen) 
and apprentices (novices) (1991, p.56) in 
the learning networks in (and beyond) the 
workplace (as a community of practice).  
Later, Wenger (1998) links the generational 
affiliations to the situated formulation of 
identity in the workplace.  Building on this 
thinking Down and Reveley (2004) use 
Wenger’s conceptual undergirding to 
examine the hegemonic effects of 
generational encounters in the formulation 
of, specifically, entrepreneurial identity, 
which is constructed by ‘young guns’ 
differentiating themselves from ‘old farts’ in 
a small manufacturing company.   
 
Believing in the possibility and/or 
importance of (re)formulating an 
entrepreneurial self-identity raises the issue 
of how this is achieved. Part of the interplay 
surrounding personal and social identity 
(Jenkins, 1996) is the positioning of 
narrative as a central element in the 
formulation of the self (Giddens, 1991). 
Such narratives are not final, but are crafted 
and re-crafted over time as an ongoing 
project of the self. Somers, (1994, p. 614), 
highlights the fluidity of narratives in this 
process, as people construct over time 
identities through a repertoire of interlinked, 
but partial, fragmentary and sometimes 
contradictory narratives. Thus, 
entrepreneurial narratives have been used 
as a rich resource base, analysed 
qualitatively to deepen understandings of 
entrepreneurial processes and practices 
(Perren and Atkin, 1997; Pitt, 1998; Mitchell, 
1997; Rae, 2000; Down, 2006).  
 
It is significant that entrepreneur stories 
often seem to be constructed as a form of 
historical sense-making, as envisaged by 
Weick (1995) in which there is a pre-
occupation with history.  Indeed, Weick 
(1995) argues that in narrative sense-
making, there is a veneration of the past.    
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Entrepreneur stories are therefore firmly 
routed in Nietzsche’s (Nietzsche, 1993) 
typology as an antiquarian form of historical 
sense-making as a heritage rooted in the 
past and in traditional every day practices.  
Such stories also span Nietzsche’s typology 
of monumental history because the story 
once owned by an entrepreneur acts as a 
monument to individual achievement.  Yet 
also, entrepreneur stories are forward 
looking in the sense articulated by Bruner 
(1986).  Ultimately such stories are about 
conformity not re-storying (White & Epston, 
1990) albeit they share with critical sense-
making an alignment with poetics and 
fiction.  For Nietzsche (1993: 72) “if the man 
who wants to do something great has need 
of the past at all, he appropriates it by 
means of monumental history”.  Conversely, 
if not, he “who likes to persist in the familiar 
and the revered of old, tends the past as an 
antiquarian history”.  
 
Thus, we suggest that through the storying 
that is so important to fraternity, comes a 
degree of conformity that may act as a form 
of social control and perhaps curb what may 
be viewed by some as entrepreneurial 
excess.  Images and expectations of power, 
wealth and corporate gravitas replace 
entrepreneurial pizzazz, eccentricity and 
idiosyncrasy.  In this paper we present and 
extend this argument through a study of the 
story presented by the Memphis Society of 
Entrepreneurs website.  Further, we 
suggest that in seeking to curb excess, 
entrepreneurial fraternities may open 
themselves to charges of excessive 
behaviour.  Thus, the desire to curb excess 
is reworked and turned back on itself 
through modes of organisation and practice. 
 
 
Methodology 
 
The Society is visible to the public through a 
key artefact, its website, (www.societyof 
entrepreneurs.com).  We approach this 
qualitative study very much as outsiders 
looking in to the society through its website.  
As such it was necessary for us to choose 
semiotic methodologies (Boje, 2001) and 
close reading (Amernic & Craig, 2006), both 
of which permit us to close the circle by 
introducing the concept of critical history 
into the equation.   We therefore analyse 
the website of the society, its semiotics and 
symbolism (Chandler, 2003) and also 
concentrate on the imagery that is such a 
powerful element within the individual 
entrepreneur stories that dominate the site.   
 
Websites are recognised as artefacts that 
are now deeply influential in the social 
domain; they have the power to persuade, 
cajole and control.  Lemke (1999) suggests 
that websites can regarded as sites of 
corporate strategy enactment that have a 
persuasive intent.  Coupland and Brown 
(2004: 1328) too, argue that a website is a 
corporate communication recognised as 
social action on behalf of members of a 
community.  While a website is a dynamic 
discursive space that may reflect multiple 
and competing views, in practice web 
presence generally entails accountability, 
and as such is a sanctioned ‘voice’ of the 
organisation. Indeed, there is a strategic 
purpose behind the rhetoric. As Amernic 
and Craig (2006) note, the rhetoric of 
websites can create a seemingly 
unobtrusive world view that resonates 
positively with site visitors, conditioning 
perception that the world is ‘so’. They argue 
that not only perceptual influence, but also 
privileged access, taken together, contribute 
to the position of a dominant discourse, 
where privileged access contributes to the 
power of those in control of access.  A 
website can therefore be more than a site of 
enactment – it can function as a tool of 
social control and influence. 
 
It is significant that members of the ‘Society’ 
choose to legitimise themselves via the 
collective presentation of ‘master 
entrepreneur’ stories and a ‘hall of fame’ on 
the website.  The website acts as a virtual 
storyboard for selected stories of 
entrepreneurship, each story embellished 
with a a strong visual image of the 
entrepreneur.  Images and ideology go 
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hand in hand (Hall, 1997; Rice, 2004), 
where ideology is our complex relations to a 
range of social structures (Sturken and 
Cartwright, 2001, p.21).  Amernic and Craig 
(2006) have pioneered the technique of 
‘close reading’ of websites.  In conducting 
close readings one takes cognisance of 
rhetorical devices and ploys looking for 
metaphors and ideological underpinnings 
used to construct a persuasive argument. 
One examines text and imagery as all 
contribute to the construction of access and 
meaning for site visitors.  Close readings 
work best on formal writings and there is no 
doubt that the Society website analysed 
here is a formal writing, carefully 
constructed as a gateway to a more private 
world.   
 
In following Amernic and Craig (2006), we 
read between the lines presenting an 
alternative story from the original story 
elements as presented in the website.  
Fraternal societies have the potential to be 
oppressive therefore one must also take 
cognisance of Nietzsche’s typology of 
critical history.  Our interpretations of the 
visual images in the website and the book 
are of course, subjective.  There is no 
absolute answer to the question, what does 
an image mean? (Hall, 1981, 1997), rather it 
resonates with our current constructions 
and taken for granted assumptions about 
reality (Chandler, 2003).   
 
In this section, we begin by analysing the 
website as accessed on 12 February, 2008. 
We do not examine every facet of the 
website in detail, as this would result merely 
in the presentation of much material that is 
simply descriptive.  To gain analytical 
purchase, we instead concentrate on the 
following key features.  Firstly, the Home 
Page, as this expresses the ‘vision’ of the 
society and where one would expect the 
clearest and most obvious statements of 
selfhood and identity.  Secondly, to give an 
overall view, we present a diagram of the 
social organisation and hierarchical 
structure of the Society.  Thirdly, we 
examine the entrepreneur stories found in 
the ‘Hall of Honor’, the ‘Master’ and 
‘Members’ section (including memorials) as 
this provides the exemplars, the role 
models, the power of ‘who we are’ and 
indeed, ‘who you might be’ – if we allow you 
to join. 
 
Discussion 
 
Commencing firstly to the Home Page, the 
Society have created a splendidly 
conservative and professional web-site that 
at first glance exudes corporate gravitas 
from the Home Page.  Colours are muted, 
different shades of a muted blue and beige.  
The setting is rooted in history with a link to 
a ‘Memphis Business Timeline’ that tracks 
the history of business in Memphis from 
1847.  It has the appearance of an august 
body. If you are considering joining at this 
point, the talk is of being eligible for 
membership and of annual nominations by 
peers. The Society was founded in 1991 to 
foster the development of the 
entrepreneurial spirit whilst recognizing the 
contribution of entrepreneur to the 
community. Members must be mature, (not 
emerging), we are informed.  To be invited, 
they must have exhibited - personal 
business achievement, self-direction, 
leadership, personal integrity, 
determination, creativity and the ability to 
transform a vision into a dynamic business 
achievement. The organization's purpose is 
to promote the general welfare of the 
community, to further the public good and to 
further education in Tennessee through the 
creation, development and implementation 
of various community programs which 
recognize and encourage the efforts of 
entrepreneurs in business and the local, 
national and international community. The 
Society acknowledges the historical 
significance of entrepreneurs in developing 
a strong community.   
 
Thus a private space has been created in 
which ‘like minded’ individuals can be 
guaranteed privacy to engage with each 
other (if invited) in a deeply social setting.  
The setting embeds the Society in the 
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tradition of business in Memphis.  The 
overall impression is that in organising 
themselves through the Society, those who 
may have been regarded as outsiders 
through the ideology of entrepreneurship, 
may here instead become influential 
insiders, wedded to the community through 
commitment to public good and to 
educational programs.  
 
Turning now to the social and hierarchical 
structure of the Society, this is indicated on 
the Home Page, with links to an Hall of 
Honor, Master Entrepreneurs, and an 
invitation to Meet Our Members. The Hall of 
Honor is an interesting note, in that ‘Fame’ 
is not the key idiom as it is with many other 
entrepreneurial fraternities. The Hall 
ensures that selected, exceptional and 
legendary Memphis Entrepreneurs receive 
the recognition due them. The Society has 
the laudable aim of providing others with 
access to the stories and insights of these 
pioneers, so that others can benefit from 
their outstanding success. The Society 
invites the public to visit the Hall online and 
to participate in multimedia presentations 
linked to the Inductees business websites. 
To maintain the exclusivity of the Hall, 
Inductees are only inaugurated when the 
individual has demonstrated their worth. It is 
not an annual award. The Society names 
the Inductees on their website. There are 
some heavy duty entrepreneurs on the list 
such as Frederick W Smith of FedEx fame. 
The Society seeks to marry business 
acumen with civic responsibility. The ethos 
is of participation, of setting an example to 
others and is about sharing and “giving 
back” to the community, set out in a tone 
that is both authoritative and deferential. 
 
The Society seeks to promote shared 
qualities. They organize an Annual Dinner 
Award where they recognize the best of the 
best. At this banquet they award the honor 
of Master Entrepreneur to the member of 
the Society who best exemplifies the full 
range of characteristics necessary for 
membership in the Society. In the words of 
the Society this Master Entrepreneur is “a 
perfect example of the capacities, 
accomplishments, and breadth that result 
from the fullest development of the 
entrepreneurial spirit”. The purpose of 
drawing attention to the Masters is to 
highlight the achievements of these 
“outstanding members of our 
entrepreneurial community to encourage 
others to learn from and follow their 
example”. The public are invited to listen to 
the words of wisdom spoken by the master 
Entrepreneur. The emphasis is on the 
words our. It is thus a proclamation of pride. 
The public are invited to click onto the 
website to read the biographies of the 
Masters.  
 
The Society runs Programs designed to 
enhance the entrepreneurial spirit and to 
allow the development of entrepreneurial 
enterprises. Their Programs include (1) the 
Entrepreneurs Roundtable designed to 
facilitate productive networking and 
personal growth. The Society of 
Entrepreneurs sponsors these events and 
attendance is by invitation only designed to 
“bring together emerging business owners 
and entrepreneurs for free-wheeling 
discussions and informative talks by 
influential business and civic leaders”. The 
rhetoric is of free speech about business 
strategy, talking over successes, emerging 
trends, and “anything important to our 
entrepreneurial community”. It is of course 
left unstated that an invitation is a signal 
that one is made of the right stuff. Another 
sponsored Program is (2) the hosting of 
events, by the roundtable open to the entire 
community to “expand the reach of the 
expertise that the Society and Roundtable 
members have to share”. The events 
include Mentoring Seminars and Networking 
breakfasts. Roundtable Invitees are eligible 
to participate in the Society's Insight 
Groups, charged with turning vision into 
new business. This mechanism allows the 
Society to have a steering influence on local 
development. In effect the Society acts as 
peers and mentors for entrepreneurs, an 
invisible (to those not in the Society) helping 
hand. The tone is on we, me and you words 
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and there is mention of circles and trust 
emphasizing being and belonging. The 
Society organizes members into cells of 8-
10 entrepreneurs to serve as a forum for 
problem resolution.  
 
From an analysis of the above material 
it is possible to develop a diagram 
which illustrates the methods of social 
organization of the Society. Figure 1 
below illustrates how the Society is 
organized along fraternal lines.  As 
Wade et al (2003) note, it is only to be 
expected that the successful 
entrepreneur will form affiliations with 
other like minded individuals with whom 
they bond in the furtherance of 
communal relations. Yet taken overall, 
the social organisation of the Exchange 
– the combination of restricted 
membership, levels of membership and 
awards, shared culture, ideals and 
values suggests to us that it has much 
in common with fraternal orders and 
work organisations past and present.  
Please note that the italic annotations 
are not intended to denote that the 
authors believe that members of the 
Society are in someway acting 
dishonorably. Rather our 
categorisations reflect Lave and 
Wenger’s (1991) triadic group relations 
between masters (old-timers), young 
masters (journeymen) and apprentices 
(novices) (1991, p.56) in the learning 
networks in (and beyond) 
organisational networks they refer to as 
Communities of Practice (CoPs).  
 
 
 Figure 1 – the social organization of the society of entrepreneurs 
 
Finally, we turn to the imagery of the 
entrepreneur stories in the Hall of 
Honor, Master Entrepreneurs, Members 
and Memorials.  These (nearly all) men 
are all portrayed as individuals, no 
family, staff or group settings.  Many 
are smiling broadly, but barring the 
occasional Stetson hat, the dress is 
restrained and business-like – no 
‘action men’ in hot-air balloon stunts, no 
‘toys’ such as sports cars or private 
planes.  The settings are either 
anonymous, and/or reflect the nature of 
the business that generated success.  
One very strange note to our eyes is 
the inclusion of a high proportion of 
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black-and-white photos that seem 
almost to look at us out of a bygone 
age – though they are in most cases 
very alive and active. The Hall of Honor 
contains eight members, all inducted 
since 1993, all men.  There are 12 
Masters, admitted since 1994, all men.  
Listed are 92 members, 14 appearing 
to be women or to come from ethnic 
minorities.  If these are role models to 
aspire to then, the message seems to 
be about conservatism, wealth, 
prestige, uniformity, conformity, 
untainted by celebrity or flashy 
excesses that might be associated with 
the nouveau riche and flashy 
entrepreneurs – and if you can join, 
then you too can be part of this elite 
group. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Our purpose in writing this paper is to 
highlight an important aspect of the 
reworking of entrepreneurial identity through 
the processes of fraternisation.  We 
conclude that the ‘Society’ as an 
organization is a neo-fraternity where one 
gets the sense that entrepreneur stories are 
being choreographed for effect.  The stories 
are linked to the proud entrepreneurial 
history of Memphis where entrepreneur 
stories originated in pre-modern times.  In 
those days orality held sway but in the 
context of their presentation on the website 
they are now paraded in cyber space.  
Through our analysis of the website, we 
show how fraternisation showcases the 
conservativeness of old men’s tales in 
contrast to the rebelliousness and 
recklessness of the young turks.  Like Down 
and Reveley (2004) we demonstrate a 
‘generational encounter’; unlike Down and 
Reveley’s ‘young guns’ differentiating 
themselves from ‘old farts’ in a positive 
affirmation of the rebellious entrepreneur, 
we show instead a greying of the 
entrepreneurial narrative where gravitas and 
the old Memphis present a more gentle and 
respectful way of being an entrepreneur. 
 
Of course, gentle reverence of such an 
antiquarian past may blind us to more 
critical readings of history, in which case our 
focus turns to whether antiquarian 
reverence has metamorphosed into a 
creation of a monumental past.  The moral 
of our research story is then, that there is a 
danger that in seeking to belong, individual 
entrepreneurs may place themselves in a 
position where they can abuse history for 
their own ends.  The ‘Society’ may be 
benign in its aims but it is a vessel through 
which power, politics and patronage may be 
channelled in a closed setting which 
conjures up images of [male] back slapping, 
bragging, boasting and deals conducted in 
smoke filled rooms.  Initial attempts to curb 
and channel entrepreneurial excess – the 
zeal of the individual hero valorised to 
challenge and destroy what may be 
cherished establishment institutions may in 
themselves perhaps, we suggest, constitute 
an excess of history.  Through the creation 
of the monumental, they may attract 
established entrepreneurs into the Society, 
but such seductions may come at cost, 
subduing the very qualities that engendered 
entrepreneurial success in the first place, at 
a subsequent cost to innovation.  In which 
case, the overarching story of the site would 
be narrating an epitaph. Of course this is a 
contentious argument, because fraternity is 
enshrined in the American constitution and 
psyche.  
 
Our research has limitations.  As a 
concept, excess is problematic because 
it is a judgemental, subjective 
phenomenon.  Thus what is seen as an 
excess by one man, may be viewed by 
others as being within normal bounds.  
Excess thus falls short of greed, 
gluttony and the grotesque as 
articulated by Bahktin (1968).  
Nevertheless, excess alludes to such 
concepts and as a practice it is about 
taking things too far.  It is positioned as 
the opposite of moderation and in this 
context it is about appropriating what 
one may not be entitled to by sharing a 
cultural heritage and entrepreneurial 
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label one has not earned, or that 
through a desire to conform, one has 
reworked and represented in the 
clothes of establishment gravitas.  We 
therefore wonder whether these stories 
are an over explication of narrative 
belongingness, or whether they are a 
shrewd reconstruction by clever 
individuals taking ‘old stories’ and ‘story 
skills’ in new directions (Stein, 1935; 
Benjamin, 1936). Consequentially, the 
research has obvious limitations being 
reliant upon interpretation and 
judgement.  Academics are schooled to 
be non-judgemental and in this respect 
we wish to acknowledge that we do not 
seek to be disparaging, merely critical.  
We appreciate that the ‘Society of 
Entrepreneurs’ are an august body of 
men with a long history of philanthropy 
in the Memphis area.  Indeed, many 
members are second and third 
generation entrepreneurs steeped in 
the traditions of entrepreneurship.  Our 
critique should be seen in that context.  
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“I’ve got those empty diary blues” 
A wee case study of performance management in a Glasgow office. 
 
David Currie 
Gerard McElwee1 
 
 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
Friedrich Nietzsche’s writings are currently threatened in that he is he treated only as a 
philosopher or a poet, and his relationship with twentieth century politics and latterly 
Management theory is largely ignored, excepting of course when he is held to be responsible for 
the growth in Fascism.  In this paper an attempt will be made to show that Nietzsche should not 
simply be considered as the deracine par excellence with no interest with more general 
humanitarian concerns. 
   
This paper presents a background to Nietzsche and his relationship to Managerialism and then 
provides a story written in Glaswegian argot of the relationship between a recruit to a Law 
Enforcement Office in Glasgow, Scotland and his new Manager.  An interesting tale about 
performance management, illustrates how the abuse of power hides personal and 
organizational dysfunctionality. 
 
Another key feature in the twist at the end of the tale is the manifestation of simulacra in 
performance measures relating to inspection tasks, where we see that ‘work not done but 
recorded’ becomes more important, more ‘real’ than ‘work done but not recorded’.  This is the 
excess of history. 
 
The story is written in the Glaswegian vernacular partly as homage to the renowned author 
James Kelman, but more significantly in an attempt take us closer to the lived experience of the 
actors – as opposed to the more usual sanitised accounts which abound in the management 
literature.  The language is surprisingly ‘industrial’ in what is regarded as a ‘professional’ setting. 
 
 
                                                          
1 Contact author 
 
Introduction 
 
The paper has two aims; first to show how 
Nietzsche and Alisdair Macintyre can be 
used to illustrate the phenomena of 
Managerialism and second to offer a case 
study which genuinely reflects the reality of 
the management / employee experience in 
the public services.  It reflects the 
experience of mismanagement where style 
and presentation are culturally more 
important than substance and results. 
 
The paper is structured as follows.  We first 
provide a background to the concept of 
Managerialism. Second, we discuss the 
methodological approach and then present 
a story, “I’ve Got Those Empty Diary Blues”, 
set in a Law Enforcement Office in 
Glasgow.  We then introduce a 
philosophical context and particularly 
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consider the contribution of Nietzsche and 
Macintyre.  We then provide a narrative to 
‘make sense of the story and consider 
Macintyre’s position on Managerialism, 
before concluding with a discussion.  A 
short glossary is provided for non-
Glaswegian readers. 
 
Managerialism can be conceptualised in a 
number of ways which in turn shapes the 
ways in which in organizational life can be 
analysed.  Managerialism has been used in 
a multiplicity of contexts to either 
legitimatise management action or to 
provide moral constraints on the way in 
which management action is manifested.  
For example Macintyre has discussed how 
some writers have seen ‘the managers 
function as that of controlling and 
suppressing conflict’ (1982.27) 
 
The term was first used by Berle and Means 
(1932) to discuss the separation of 
ownership from managerial control by large 
corporations characterised by publicly 
traded shares.  In these large companies 
there is such a widespread dispersion of 
share ownership that shareholders are not 
an homogeneous decision making entity 
and consequently control rights over 
corporate assets and policies are exercised 
by management to the detriment of the 
majority of shareholders. 
 
It may seem somewhat at odds with the title 
of this special edition, to draw explicitly from 
a historical account, but we are comfortable 
that far from an ‘excess of history’ we are 
applying just the right measure.  As the 
cartoonist, Matt asserts in The QI Annual, 
‘Happy is the country that has no history’.  
(QI, 2007, p37). All sorts of attempts by 
‘those in power’ to re-write, or worse still, 
erase our histories are testimony to the 
dangers of us following suit.  No, we need 
history, but in just the right measure.  
 
On Managerialism 
 
 In order to understand the genesis of 
the term is it useful to provide a brief 
account of how Managerialism as a concept 
has developed.   
 
Managerialism has been characterised in a 
variety of ways.  Enteman (1993), for 
example, describes Managerialism as an 
international ideology.  Davis (1997: 305) 
claims that Managerialism has swept aside 
"an idyllic older bureaucratic world …….. 
reducing every relation to a mere money 
exchange".  Managerialism has also been 
characterised as a "set of beliefs and 
practices, (that) will prove an effective 
solvent for……economic and social ills" 
(Pollitt, 1990: 1).  
 
For Davis, as a result of the development of 
capitalism, Managerialism has: 
”refashioned the world in its image. 
…Managerialism signifies the shift from the 
owner to the professional manager to 
legitimate the control of individuals, 
societies and their organisations in the 
interests of capital” (1997.305) 
 
According to Enteman (1993) management-
dominated companies are sometimes called 
"managerialist" companies, and they have 
evolved a philosophy of "managerialism".  
Such a notion assumes a conscious 
process on the behalf of those who are in a 
controlling function. 
 
Defining managerial ideology or 
managerialism seems to daunt many 
writers.  For example, Reed and Anthony’s 
seminal paper (1992) uses these terms and 
that of managerial work without ever 
defining either. However, the term 
managerialism is now firmly embedded in 
popular discourse, and management and 
managerialism appear to be used 
interchangeably.  Whilst ‘management’ is 
used to define a process or action, 
managerialism is often used either positively 
as an organisational ideology, or negatively 
as  a term of personal abuse, or simply to 
define the process of managing people, 
Brown (1992).   For example, Blake, Mouton 
and McCanse (1989) do not define 
managerialism but describe it as a process 
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or set of processes in which managers 
engage, Mullins (1996) discusses 
managerial style, basic managerial 
philosophies and managerial effectiveness 
but nowhere does he actually define 
managerialism.  Brown (1992) discusses 
managerial prerogative, managerial control 
and managerial authority but again does not 
provide any definition of Managerialism. 
 
Jackson and Carter argue that ‘there has 
been a tendency to claim that the purpose 
informing managerial action is that of 
servicing an objective rationality’ (2000.114) 
 
What is apparent is that managerialism is 
conceptualised in a number of ways by 
different actors and status groups: thus the 
use of the term shapes the way in which in 
which we think about organizational life and 
respond to the (il)legitimacy of its strictures.  
Managerialism has been used in a 
multiplicity of contexts to either legitimatise 
management action or to provide moral 
constraints on the way in which 
management action is manifested. 
 
Methodology 
 
 Much research within the 
management discipline has followed and 
continues to follow the positivist 
methodological paradigm (McElwee and 
Atherton, 2005). However, such approaches 
have been criticised on the grounds that 
they are rather static in nature and, as such, 
are not well suited to exploring and 
explaining the dynamic nature of 
management practice. There has been a 
significant growth of researchers 
comfortable with subjective research 
approaches which enable them to further 
their “understanding of the way in which the 
individual creates, modifies and interprets 
the world” (Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p. 3). 
This study adopts a social constructionist 
stance approach.  Constructionism 
represents a movement away from the 
study of facts and towards the study of 
representation (i.e. language, 
communication, mental models, etc.). 
Adopting a constructionist-based approach, 
through which the life-world of the manager 
is recounted, can provide insights into the 
choices made and may even allow us to 
examine some of the otherwise ‘hidden’ 
motivations underpinning the action. 
 
Thus a key benefit associated with a 
phenomenological approach to studying 
management action is that individual 
experiences and perceptions can be 
captured that might otherwise, through 
alternative research lenses such as large-
scale surveys, be obscured.  Psychological 
approaches to the study of managers are 
particularly appropriate if the research is 
designed to gain an insight into the 
motivations, challenges and experiences of 
individuals (Davidsson, 2005). Eisenhardt 
(1989,534) argues that case study approach 
to research provides the perfect platform for 
‘understanding the dynamics present within 
a single setting’. Furthermore, the use of 
case studies enables researchers to provide 
detailed description of in situ actions and 
behaviours, surfacing hidden meanings and 
offering the potential to test existing 
theories. 
 
Mintzberg (1979) argues that rich and 
descriptive case study research offers the 
detail and context necessary to explain the 
relationships exposed or revealed through 
hard data research approaches. Indeed, as 
Eisenhardt (ibid. 542) notes, research 
studies that are rich in qualitative data are 
particularly useful for providing ‘a good 
understanding of the dynamics underlying 
[a] relationship, that is, the ‘why’ of what is 
happening’. 
 
Such research approaches have 
demonstrated their capacity in building a 
better understanding of the nature of the 
relationship between a manager and his or 
her business and the impact of critical 
events or episodes as stimuli for individual 
learning and development (Cope, 2003). 
 
Although the use of retrospective accounts 
or narratives has been criticised on the 
                            Vol 8 Issue  8.1 September 2009  ISSN 1532-5555 
62 
grounds that such accounts are subject to 
post hoc rationalisation, we nonetheless 
agree with Czarniawska-Joerges (1998, p. 
29) in that: ‘…..nothing ever happens right 
where and when the researcher is 
observing. All important events happen at 
some other time, other place …important 
events are made into such in accounts.’ 
 
As such, our understanding of the value of 
narrative accounts derives from the idea 
that they offer an insight into how individuals 
achieve their personal identities and that, 
although there may be a temporal lag 
between the event and its recall, the 
narrative provided nonetheless configures 
personal events ‘into a historical unity which 
includes not only what one has been but 
also anticipations of what one will be’ 
(Polkinghorne, 1988, p. 150).  
 
A further issue is the use of the Glasgow 
argot or vernacular.  The account is framed 
in the style of the Glaswegian author James 
Kelman whose works celebrate the use of 
the vernacular.  Thus we have a language 
which reflects the notorious,  urban 
‘ruggedness’ of what has been termed - in 
the long running UK television detective 
series Taggart based in the Maryhill district 
of Glasgow – as ‘no mean city’.  While this 
stylisation may be argued by some to be an 
artistic liberty too far, it is argued that this 
actually renders an account much closer to 
the lived experience of the main characters; 
although set in a professional office setting, 
the use of the vernacular was widespread 
among the staff.  Whilst the application of 
this style, and indeed the passage of time 
mean that we quite clearly aren’t presenting 
this as a verbatim account, we nonetheless 
offer up the story as a ‘true’ account.  As 
Stephen Fry puts it: 
‘Everything will be true according to 
the light of my memory, but the truth 
will be told with tact and with due 
recognition of fiction’s often greater 
capacity to convey reality than can 
any bald recitation of fact.’ (Fry, 
1997, p263-264) 
In addition, we are not looking back through 
a nostalgic lens, longing for the good old 
days, but rather do so in the spirit of 
Nietzsche’s notion of a ‘life examined’.  Nor 
are we trying to re-write history from a 
heroic perspective, although in offering up 
such a representation it is reasonable to 
suppose that our tale will be interpreted as a 
heroic quest. (Jeffcutt, in Hassard and 
Parker, 1993, p29).   Rather, our story is 
offered up in the (Nietzschean) spirit of 
‘amor fati’ – we do not wish things other 
than they were. 
 
It may also be worth noting in advance, that 
the actors involved are engaged in 
consumer law enforcement, the irony of 
which will be explored further in the analysis 
which follows the story4.  
 
The story … 
I’ve Got Those Empty Diary Blues 
 
He was ambling back to his office along the 
main corridor on the first floor of the 
Edwardian building that housed the Weights 
and Measures Department of the former 
City of Glasgow, now a part of the still 
unpopular .... fuck sakes man its no a fuckin 
travel guide yir writin. Anyways, there he wis 
mindin his business, no bad thing to do, 
when the Chief suddenly materialised in 
front of him. 
 
“Right, son, my office, noo and bring yir 
diary.” 
 
Fuck sake, this wis it. He wis right in the 
shite noo.  Bring yir diary.  That meant only 
wan thing.  So he scurries back tae his 
oaffice and picks up aforementioned fuckin 
diary and trepidly opens it up at the start of 
the last month.  Fuck sake, the first week 
looks a bit scanty.  Wonder how many 
inspections a did?  Second weeks no too 
bad.   
 
“Hiya.  You look a bit worried.  Ye aw right.  
Whit? The wee man wants tae see ye wi yir 
                                                          
4 All names have been changed to protect the guilty 
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diary.  Fuck sake.  Sounds bad.  Sounds 
fuckin bad.” 
 
This, no doubt meant to be helpful, 
intervention from his colleague merely 
added to his sense of foreboding.  So he 
ambles back along the corridor, this time 
diary in hand, beads of sweat on forehead, 
oxters wringing.  He pauses outside the 
Chief’s office and, a bit too timidly for his 
own good, knocks on the door.  Do not 
enter, indicates the red light.  First time he 
encountered this mechanism he assumed it 
to be a relic from the Edwardian days when 
the building had gone up.  So he’d knocked 
the door and went straight in as he had 
been accustomed to do in the office where 
he had trained.  “Are ye blind son?  Didn’t 
ye see the red light outside.  The red light 
means DO NOT enter.  Got it?  Enter on 
green.  Yir at a big oaffice noo, son.  We do 
things differently here.”  Fuck sake thought 
Gladstone had done away wi devices like 
that? 
 
After what seemed like rather too long to 
wait when he knew that he was for it, the 
green light flashed:.  ENTER.  So he did. 
 
“Right, son, sit yirsel doon at the table.  I’ll 
just be a minute.  Ye’ve brought yir diary?  
Good..” 
 
So he sits doon, by now he was awash wi 
sweat.  He just sat staring at the closed 
diary, that fuckin diary that would soon 
condemn him to some god awful 
punishment; that fuckin diary that was no 
where near as full as it should be.  Fuck 
sake.  Finally, the chief finishes cutting his 
nails or filling his pipe, whichever of his two 
favourite pastimes it was exactly, didn’t fully 
register with him, due to the growing volume 
of sweat, bushels and pecks of the fuckin 
stuff and still that fuckin diary lay there in 
silence, ready to fuck him right up. 
 
“Give us it here then”,   says the Chief as he 
finally joins him at the table.  Right let’s see.  
April ...  February … aye, here we are, week 
commencing   February 21st ...  No much 
tae show here for a week, is there, son?  No 
fuckin much at all, actually!” 
 
Fuck sake, whit could he say?  But before 
he could mutter the humblest of excuses the 
Chief cut right across him.   
“Right son, tell me what this means here, at 
the start Monday. … ‘With NS.  Av. Wt. 
inspections’ … How many inspections?” 
 
“Two.”  His first full reply but far too hesitant, 
like he really wis guilty. 
 
“Two?  Out all day and only two 
inspections?  Jesus, what are ye playin at 
son?” 
 
“But ...” 
 
“Tuesday …‘Av. Wt. inspections with NS.’ 
…  How many visits that day?” 
 
“One - things were going quickly down the 
pan - “but these were really complex visits, 
Monday and Tuesday.   I hud tae get Norrie 
down frae HQ tae help.  The wan oan 
Tuesday had never been visited and they 
are pioneering container technology for 
mastic and the like.  It’s a nightmare as 
we’ve goat tae devise a reliable formula tae 
calculate the specific gravity of the mastic 
and propellant.  We’ve even goat the 
Government interested in it and ...”  
 
“Yir right about it bein a nightmare son.  
Whit the fuck dae yi think yir playin’ at? … 
‘Wednesday W/B unit verification.’ …  It 
wisnae your week fur the weighbridge unit, 
wis it?” 
 
“Naw.  But Mr Murray asked me tae dae a 
verification wi’ Avery at short notice.  Ah 
said that I could do it but that as we’d just 
had a good run wi’ the unit a couple a 
weeks ago there wisnae much else a could 
dae wi it.  An he had said that wis fine tae 
dae the verification and then just sort of 
well, ye know, stay oot till it wis time tae 
come back” 
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“So ye verified wan weighbridge and went 
tae the fuckin pub wi the boys frae Avery?” 
 
“Er .... eh? … aye.” 
 
“Fuck sake, son it’s no good enough.” 
 
By this time he was near tae tears.  
Bollockins like this had been rare for him in 
his previous office.  The boss there wis a 
completely different kettle o’ fish.  Nothin 
much bothered him, he never lost his 
temper and he never bore a grudge.  But 
the Chief wis a different proposition.  He wis 
far more worried about lookin after his own 
back tae be really worried about others.  
Don’t get me wrong, he would help ye wi 
problems bur only so’s he didnae end up in 
the shite himsel.  The worst thing about him 
wis he had been wan o the biggest skivin 
bastards of all time oan the joab.  An noo he 
wis the Chief!  ‘Don’t do as I did, do as I say’ 
wis his particular motto.  Fuck sake, 
hypocritical wee shite.  But ye couldnae 
help admiring him.  Efter a’, he had been 
wan o the boys an noo he wis the Chief.  No 
bad.  But right noo wisnae exactly the best 
time tae sit there admiring him, because the 
wee shite wis just aboot tae go fur the 
jugular.  But fuck sake he didnae quite 
anticipate whit wis tae follow.  Naw, it 
wisnae tae be a written warning, no even a 
verbal wan.  It wis much worse than that! 
 
“I want ye tae be mare like big Boydy.” 
 
Fuck sake, whit a bombshell.  Mare like big 
Boydy?  But He hardly did fuck all.  Well, 
naw whit a mean is, he hardly did fuck all 
but ye widnae be able tae tell that frae his 
inspection returns.  The wee bastard met 
his targets every month.  And some months 
he never set foot oot his car except tae go 
tae the café or get his messages frae the 
shops 
 
“He knows the score.  Does his work and 
records it meticulously and on time. If ave 
telt ye wance, ave telt ye a hunert times: 
Work no recorded, is work no done.” 
 
Fuck sake.  Whit a turn up for the book.  Big 
Boydy bein held up as a fuckin role model.  
Fuck sake. 
 
“Noo son.  Take yir fuckin diary and think 
about whit ave telt ye.  Screw the fuckin 
bobbin.  Understand?  And the next time a 
need tae see yir diary a want it tae be full of 
visits.  Nae mare fuckin aboot.  Yir in a big 
oaffice noo, son.  An ave telt ye that oaften 
enough as well.”   
And then he motioned his hand casually 
towards the door and went back to fillin his 
pipe or cutting his fingernails whichever it 
was he had been doing tae start with. 
 
“How did it go wi the wee man then?  Fuck 
sake yir no greetin are ye?”   
 
“He nearly ripped ma diary up.  Said it wis a 
right load o shite.  Then he telt me a had tae 
be mare like big Boydy,  for fuck sake.” 
 
“Jesus Christ!  That scyvin bastard?” 
 
“Aye, exactly.  Seems like it disnae actually 
matter whit ye do as long as ye put plenty in 
yir diary and fill oot inspection cards.  Can 
ye fuckin credit it?  He was actually tellin 
me, though no in as many words that a 
wisnae goin about ma scyvin in the right 
way.” 
 
Analysis 
 
Despite the rhetoric of empowerment, 
devolved responsibility, collegial decision 
making and so forth, this story stills reflects 
the reality of organisation life in the twenty 
first century. 
 
However, actors in organisations continually 
attempt to create meaning in their own day-
to-day existence by seeking to, if not 
legitimate management practice, at the very 
least attempt to locate it in a ‘rational’ 
framework.  This was seen in our narrative 
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above as our hero tried to make sense of 
what at first glance appeared to be a 
managerial intervention by his new boss.  
Well, in one sense it was a managerial 
intervention but close scrutiny reveals that 
far from acting out of some clearly defined 
unitary interests, the manager is acting out 
of self interest.  He carefully constructs his 
stage to underline his power, from the use 
of the antiquated entry device to his 
apparent disinterest through cutting his nails 
or tending to his pipe. There can be no 
doubt who is in charge here.  But while he 
uses the trappings afforded him by the 
organisation he is basically using them to 
secure his personal goal – an easy life. 
 
One of the advantages of re-visiting this 
event in the context of a co-authored piece 
has been to se the event through a different 
lens.  This has subsequently led to a more 
generous interpretation; not only was the 
‘boss’ trying to ensure that he got what he 
wanted, he was also trying to ensure that 
his new charge was equipped to survive; at 
least to survive in his terms.  There was 
certainly a caring side to the Chief.  He had 
only a couple of months earlier offered good 
counsel and support to our hero on the 
death of his father.  So, it isn’t fanciful to 
suggest that he was to some extent also 
looking out for the ‘new boy’. 
 
One might also wonder about the double 
standards here and the willingness of the 
enforcement staff to bring others into line in 
the course of exercising their enforcement 
duties, yet here we seem them back-stage 
at the office up to all sorts of nonsense.  
The boss’s insistence of ‘do as I say, not as 
I do’, and his blatant use of his managerial 
power to enact it, only serves to highlight 
the hypocrisy at play and it isn’t hard to 
conclude that there may have been a lot of 
‘bad faith’ and ‘inauthentic’ behaviour to be 
found within the office environs. 
 
By extension, learning to play the game is 
the thing for the boss’s charges.  But whose 
game:  whose interests are being served? 
 
By implication does Managerialism then 
negate morality?  The position we argue 
does not legitimate Managerialism but 
rather is a critique of it.  It is those 
managers who abuse their positions who 
are guilty of a misuse of the power and 
authority which has been invested in them 
by their status in the organisation.  But there 
may be a kind of morality in the relationship 
between manager and sub-ordinate.  The 
manager may be seen as mapping out a 
moral compass for his raw recruit.  Yes, he 
uses power, in quite a blatant, brutal 
manner but there is some hint of caring in 
his actions.  There again, he could be just a 
wee shite (okay, no more Kelman) abusing 
his position and bullying all around him? 
 
We have not discussed the concept of 
authority in this paper, but have touched on 
the concept of power.  One of the dynamics 
of the management/managed relationship is 
that ‘the managed should feel that the 
managers are competent and credible as 
authority figures….that their authority has a 
legitimate basis’ Jackson and Carter 
(2000.107)  Just as managers have a ‘right’ 
to manage it is our contention that those 
who are managed have a ‘right’ to be 
managed ‘well’. All of this suggests of 
course that management is, or at least, an 
attempt to be a rational process and that 
managers seek consensus of meaning and 
action.  This presupposes that consensus is 
both possible and desirable. 
 
Philosophical Context 
 
Nietzsche 
Nietzsche’s revolt was one against 
Intellectualism, the Cartesian doctrine ‘that 
to think philosophically is to accept as true, 
only that which recommends itself to 
reason’ Passmore (1970.95)  ‘To be 
philosophical is to be seduced by the 
enticement of the will’ (ibid. 95).  This revolt 
began when Kant’s ‘I must abolish 
knowledge for belief’ was reinterpreted by 
Schopenhauer.  The inefficient search for a 
thing in itself {(en soi) (an sich)} underlies all 
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perceived ideas, meaning and significance 
can only be fond in Will.  The early 
Nietzsche following Schopenhauer, believed 
that there could be no independent faculty 
for pure reason in isolation from passion.  
Cartesian philosophy and British Empiricism 
he condemned as an abasement of the 
philosophical spirit.  In criticising 
Egalitarianism, Libertarianism and 
Socialism, Nietzsche believed the (anti-
rational) philosopher is helping the 
development of a more systematic culture. 
 
Stern (1979) argues that Nietzsche 
challenges the manner in which philosophy 
is pursued in a technical-scientific idiom, 
which extends to modern culture.  This 
notion is extended by Macintyre who 
regards a contemporary vision of the world 
as being predominately Weberian in 
character.  In Western culture there is ‘no 
organised movement of power which is not 
bureaucratic and managerial in mode’. 
(1982.102)  Because of the centrality of 
Nietzsche’s philosophy - irrationalism was 
presupposed by central arguments of 
Weber’s thought - problematics which still 
remain largely unresolved but widely 
debated e.g. Burrell (1997).   
 
Thus, much of Nietzsche’s philosophy 
contributes an interchange between the 
intimate side of man (sic) and his significant 
philosophising, being his challenge to the 
traditional distinctions between literature, 
art, music and philosophy.   
Lavrin (1971) places Nietzsche’s philosophy 
in three categories.  First, he poses 
Nietzsche as an ambitious old fashioned 
reformer and educator, almost a 
pedagogue.  In this interpretation Nietzsche 
is heavily influenced by Schopenhauer, who 
it seems, was responsible for Nietzsche’s 
disenchantment with Christianity.  The 
second stage, Lavrin labels the positivistic 
or Scientific stage, where Nietzsche had a 
desire to create the concept of the 
physiological and philosophical ‘higher 
man’.  This culminated in a third stage, 
embodied in the aesthetic-romantic 
Ubermensch.  The key words, aesthetic and 
romantic are not to be understood as 
dualistic opposites for ‘the Renaissance and 
the Reformation both together constitute a 
whole. The aesthetic re-birth and the moral 
re-birth’ Nietzsche (1983.120).   
 
Nietzsche, anticipating Foucault, led the 
attack on the increasing commercialisation 
of social life.  The modern human being, he 
believed foes not purely live for pleasure.  
This is explained in Zarathustra.  For 
Nietzsche the secularisation of society has 
produced a moral and spiritual vacuum the 
accelerated pace of technical development 
has stifled cultural development.  The 
creative culture of individual was being 
hindered and smothered by gigantic 
industrial productivity and expansion.   
‘The active external man developed at the 
expense of the inner man’  
Lavrin (1971, 44) 
 
As already indicated, Nietzsche was heavily 
influenced by Schopenhauer who has been 
called the philosopher of Pessimism 
(Copleston (1975).  If all individuals create 
their own moralities then presumably no 
morality is true.  In Beyond Good and Evil, 
he articulates his antithesis to these 
concepts by using the concept of power.  
The right to power should only be granted to 
those individuals who contain the best 
material, ‘the noble man helps the 
unfortunate not out of pity but rather form an 
impulse of superabundance of power’  Stern 
explains that the rule of the Superman 
embodies a protest against the established 
moral , legal and religious conventions.  
Nietzsche attacks the mediocre man who 
plays the game (refereed by social mores) 
and does what is expected of him. 
Passmore (1970) calls this the member type 
of man. There could be little doubt as to 
how Nietzsche would categorise the Chief, 
in our story and he wouldn’t be deemed a 
suitable holder of power; not a person of the 
right material. Nor is it fanciful to suggest 
that Nietzsche would not approve of the way 
that managerial positions automatically lead 
to the attainment of (formal) power for so 
many.   
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To understand the concept of Ubermensch, 
it is useful to return to pre-Socratic culture 
and define further those two aforementioned 
elements in Attic consciousness the 
Dionysian and the Apollonian. 
 
The Dionysian phenomenon, for Nietzsche, 
became the orgiastic and ecstatic 
affirmation of primordial unity between man 
and nature which, from necessity came 
before any type of individuality: an almost 
natural intoxication with life.  Counterpoised 
to this is the Apollonian element, 
characterised by harmony, love and ‘at 
oneness’ with the world, where humans 
undergo the individuation process.  For 
Nietzsche, the dynamic balance between 
the two elements symbolises all that was 
virtuous in Greek Culture.  At the same time 
Attic (Athenian dialectics and language 
embodied in Art) tragedy was 
simultaneously Dionysian and Apollonian,  
Dionysus being the affirmation of the 
Superman. 
 
Nietzsche believes that all moral and 
Cartesian philosophers failed to explain why 
language and morality is suspect.  
Nietzsche did not simply confine himself to 
asking how he could live as an atheist but to 
how he could ‘convert’ German society into 
refuting Christianity and returning to 
Morality.  The most important medium, 
through which this rebirth could occur he 
initially believed, would be through music 
and art.  Similarly to Schopenhauer before 
him, Nietzsche believed that of all of the 
Arts, music alone was the expression of the 
‘will to exist’.  A new power lay at the root of 
the German ‘Geist’, Dionysian in essence, 
alive and vibrant in the music of Beethoven 
and Bach, and of course in particular, 
Wagner whose music, for Nietzsche, 
embodied the Teutonic equivalent of Greek 
Tragedy.  The importance of the relationship 
between Nietzsche and Wagner cannot be 
overstated. Scott Lash (1985.9) suggests 
that in Wagner, Nietzsche saw the 
‘Dionysian creator of the future’ but after he 
broke with Wagner in 1878, he decided to 
take on the role for himself, which he began 
to articulate in Also Sprach Zarathustra. 
 
In his discussion of Genealogy and the 
Body, Lash explains that for Nietzsche 
‘knowledge is functional for the body: 
indeed the capacity to acquire knowledge is 
the most important ‘organ’ of the human 
body’ (ibid. 10). Nietzsche’s prescription for 
the malady of (the already identified) 
consumer culture is one of total anti-
positivism.  Because all Art, Knowledge and 
morality emanate from the spiritual, artistic 
aesthetic aligned to consumer culture 
should completely break with the Apollonian 
element and strive to encourage the 
Dionysian. 
 
Where does this take us?  Nietzsche has 
been labelled both existentialist and a 
Nihilist. Indeed, Camus (1981.57) believes 
that Nietzsche was able to explain Nihilism 
clinically.  Hollingdale reasons that he been 
called a philosopher of power because 
Nietzsche’s philosophy led to the very 
Nihilism it was attempting to overcome.  
This has thankfully replaced the notion that 
he was the philosophical mentor of Nazism 
and thus responsible for it.  Secondly he 
was both a Nihilist and Existentialist.  
However to label him as either of these 
‘involves robbing his philosophy of all 
positive content’ Hollingdale (1965.309)  
Although phenomenology and existentialism 
have their roots in German Romanticism as 
a protest against rationality, the real 
progenitor can be considered to be 
Nietzsche who was positively opposed to 
systematic philosophy.  The life of unreason 
shone in the Maverick philosophy of 
Nietzsche. For Merqiuor (1985.146) 
Nietzsche castigates ‘in the vital interests of 
the present’ the whole conception of 
historical objectivity and thus a whole 
mistrust of reason and truth when it is 
employed for the destruction of the subject. 
Just as Nietzsche argued vehemently 
against the role of the state, which he 
anticipated was about to fill the void left by 
the death of Christianity (Nietzsche having 
proclaimed God to be dead!), he would 
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recognise the growth of ‘organisation’ and in 
the context of global capitalism, the 
concomitant growth of managerialism.   
We live in the period of atoms, of 
atomistic chaos .... Now almost 
everything on earth is determined by 
the crudest and most evil forces, by 
the egotism of the purchasers and 
the military despots.  The State in 
the hands of the latter ... wishes that 
people will lavish on it the same 
idolatrous cult that they used to 
lavish on the Church.  (Nietzsche in 
White, 1990, p166.) 
We might also, reasonably conclude, that 
Nietzsche would see much that was noble 
within managerialism, at least with the 
enactment of managerialism in our story. 
 
Macintyre  
 
Macintyre regards Nietzsche’s quest to 
throw down the institutions which cause 
moral degeneration as a negative quest 
Macintyre (1971.238).  For Macintyre any 
effort to create the blond beast or over man 
based upon the Dionysian phenomenon and 
return to the moral virtues of Ancient 
Greece is negative, impractical and 
undesirable.  Indeed what were those 
virtues?  Macintyre insists that human 
attributes such as humility, thrift or 
consciousness could never be considered 
as virtues.  However, sensitivity, 
straightforwardness and courage are 
virtuous.   
‘A virtuous man tells the truth 
fearlessly and takes responsibility for 
his own actions’ (ibid. 238) 
Macintyre has discussed how some writers 
have seen ‘the managers function as that of 
controlling and suppressing conflict’ 
(1982.27). Macintyre suggests that the 
manager is ascribed particular 
characteristics. 
‘Among the central moral fictions is 
the peculiarly managerial fiction 
embodied on the claim to possess 
systematic effectiveness in 
controlling certain aspects of the 
social reality…..we are not 
accustomed to doubt the 
effectiveness of managers in 
achieving what they set out to 
achieve and we are equally 
accustomed to think of effectiveness 
as a distinctively moral concept..’ 
(ibid.74) 
For Macintyre, many writers about 
management see managers and their 
actions as morally neutral.  
 
‘But what if effectiveness is part of a 
masquerade of social control rather 
than a reality? What if effectiveness 
were a quality widely imputed to 
managers and bureaucrats both by 
themselves and others, but in fact a 
quality which rarely exists apart from 
this imputation?’ (ibid.75) 
 
Macintyre suggests that while the manager 
is the dominant figure of the contemporary 
scene he  challenges this ‘managerial 
fiction’ and asks 
‘But what if effectiveness is part of a 
masquerade of social control rather 
than a reality? What if effectiveness 
were a quality widely imputed to 
managers and bureaucrats both by 
themselves and others, but in fact a 
quality which rarely exists apart from 
this imputation?’ (ibid.75) 
Macintyre concludes his argument on 
managerialism by stating that in a similar 
way that it is impossible to provide a rational 
justification for a belief in God, 
interpretations of what constitutes 
managerial effectiveness lack any 
appropriate rational justification. 
 
How often have we heard managers justify 
the perceived non-co-operation of the 
subordinates (or indeed superiors) as an 
inability to work rationally.  We are of course 
making an assumption here that rational 
action in organisation life is possible and of 
course desirable.  Managers attempt to 
provide a rational framework for policies 
which they wish to have actualised, and 
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justify their actions in a rational manner.  
Indeed when their policies are not 
implemented in the manner in which they 
have stipulated, they interpret the lack of 
action rationally, rather than reflecting on 
the extent to which their policies seem 
rational to others.  
 
Discussion 
 
The above assumes an interactive process 
with other actors within organisations.  It 
does not assume a unitarist perspective of 
organisation life.  It ought to assume that 
within the process of engaging with the 
managerialism debate that individuals are 
operating on a rational choice model.  
However, this is not the case.  Certainly in 
what Etzioni (1964) has called closed 
organisations, actors do not make rational 
and informed choices.  Yet we could say 
that the actions of the Chief in the story are 
self referentially rational and managerial, 
but not unitarist. 
 
In relation to individuals making choices 
about how they wish to interpret 
managerialism depends on the extent to 
which they decide that they have choice to 
implement or not the decisions which have 
been imposed upon them.  It also assumes 
that the person limiting that range of actions 
or choices must be doing so deliberately. 
For Morris, the power to implement 
decisions needs to be examined on the 
basis of power from knowledge of resource. 
(1987.138) 
 
This notion of resource is far from 
straightforward.  For it involves legal powers 
and instruments of coercion and the 
management of custom and practice even if 
that practice is to be changed in order for 
the end goal to be actualised.  But there are 
other more intangible resources which 
Morris indicates are useful to be considered.  
For example, and it is worth quoting him at 
length,  
 
‘Some groups with apparently very 
few resources can maybe have 
more power......by procuring the help 
of others who are richer in 
resources: the possibility of doing 
this is in itself a resource.  Protest 
activity involves an apparently 
resourceless group making life 
difficult or unpleasant for another 
group in order to group support: the 
support can then be used to obtain 
desired outcomes.  Being able to be 
a nuisance is a resource.   Playing in 
the conscience of others is another 
tack which is open to those lacking 
tangible resources’  (ibid. 143) 
 
Although much of this is self-evident it is 
apparent that those managers who ascribe 
to, or who are coerced into, following a 
unitarist approach to people management, 
either ignore these factors or simply do not 
regard these approaches as being viable.   
 
As yet the debate within the relationship 
between power, authority, rational 
management, does not allow us to provide 
an advanced theory of managerialism.  
Clearly the debate is still maturing.  It is still 
important and we think this debate has not 
reached its conclusions because it is 
infused with a deterministic and unitarist 
history of what constitutes ‘the 
organisational’, that it is useful to continue 
to consider not only which individuals in 
organisations hold the most resource and 
power but why they hold it, and why and the 
ways in which they continue to use it.  
Obviously all organisations have differing 
power models and the answers to these 
questions is dependent on the managerial 
perspective and organisational structure.  
The bullying in this story is not the excess 
per se, it is the manager who is using the 
power gained from his position of authority 
to shape the action in terms consistent with 
his personal agenda.   
Finally, we would not wish to be seen as 
saying managerialism, which is enacted on 
behalf of a unitarist agenda, is good; 
managerialism, which is enacted for the 
purpose of  self interest, is bad.  Our 
approach here through a phenomenological 
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case study has been to provide some 
insight into how managerialism was being 
enacted within one organisation.  It would 
not be tenable on the basis of that 
exploration to make any generalisations 
regarding the nature of managerialism.  
Indeed we would hope that we have 
demonstrated that to understand what 
managerialism means (to the extent that it 
‘means’ anything at all), we must examine 
the phenomenon through an experiential 
lens.  As Magee (1987,235), speaking of 
Nietzsche,  puts it: 
“We are slaves to convention, Nietzsche 
says – we base our whole lives on attitudes 
and ideas on whose  premises, if we ever 
get round to examining  them, we 
reject.  This makes ours an inauthentic way 
of living, a dead way of living.  We must re-
evaluate our lives in the light of what we 
honestly do believe and feel.”  
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Glossary of Glaswegian Terms 
 
 
As a preamble, to help attune your ear to 
the Glasgow argot try the following: 
 
Exercise 1 
 
Q: What is the difference between Bing 
Crosby and Walt Disney 
 
A  Bing sings and Walt Disney (Walt 
doesn’t) 
 
 
Exercise 2 
 
A man walks into a bakers shop in Glasgow 
and pointing to the counter says: Is that a 
cake or a meringue? To which the sale 
assistant replies, Naw son, yir right, it’s a 
cake. 
 
(Translators note: ‘or a meringue’ when 
spoken in a Glaswegian accent sounds like 
‘or am a wrang?’ which in English means ‘or 
am I wrong?’)  
 
 
Terms 
 
A – I 
 
Ambling – walking aimlessly 
 
Aw – all 
 
Bollockin – severe reprimand, usually 
verbal; a metaphorical kick in the male 
genitals 
 
Bushels and pecks – old standards of 
weights and measures 
 
Dae – do 
 
Efter a’ – after all 
 
Frae – from 
 
Goat – got, also a ruminant 
 
Greetin’ – crying 
 
He hardly did fuck all – aka a skivin bastard, 
(see below) 
 
Hud tae – had to 
 
Hunert – hundred 
 
If ave telt you – If I have told you 
Local Authority – Local/Regional 
Government Organisation 
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Mare – more 
 
Messages – shopping; groceries 
 
Mindin’, writin’ etc – note routine dropping of 
the ‘g’ 
 
No – not, also no 
 
Noo – now 
 
Oaffice – office 
 
Oan the joab – on the job 
 
Oot – out 
 
Oxters – underarms, hairy intersection 
between shoulders and arms 
 
Screw the fuckin bobbin – think rationally 
and toe the line, play the game 
 
Skivin bastard – one who is prone to 
avoiding hard work, or any kind of work for 
that matter 
 
The Chief – The boss, manager, head 
honcho, top dog, el supreme 
 
The wee man – the boss etc Note 
Glaswegians often refer to each other in 
terms of relative height.  Sometimes this 
can be ironic.  So the wee man could be 
either a small person or a large person.  In 
this case the wee man was a wee man (see 
wee below 
 
Wan –one 
 
Wee – small, little, diminutive, urine, the act 
of urinating 
 
Whit – what 
 
Wi’ – with 
 
Widnae – would not 
 
Wis – was 
 
Wringin – wet through 
 
Yir – you’re, your 
 
Yirsel – yourself
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Spirituality in organization: a dubious  idea (?) 
Historically oriented sensemaking in spiritually imbued organizations* 
 
Michal Izak  
University of Essex 
 
 
A rose is a rose is a rose.  
Gertrude Stein (‘Sacred Emily’) 
 
Organizational spirituality is a widespread phenomenon and as such deserves the attention of 
academics. Of particular interest – and the focus of the paper are the internal dynamics which 
often drive spiritually imbued organizations (the term ‘spiritual organization’ will be purposefully 
avoided throughout the paper as burdened with troublesome implications) towards stagnated, 
immutable world view.  I will suggest that these mechanisms may be elucidated – to a certain 
extent - by referring to Karl Weick’s theory of sensemaking. I will also argue that this approach 
contributes to the explanation of certain phenomena which can be observed in such 
organizations, many of which are very conservative, immutable structures.  Accepting the 
heritage of conclusions drawn by Michael Pratt in his seminal article (Pratt, 2000), I supplement 
his approach by adding the results from my own empirical study. I will further use them to 
demonstrate the inadequacy of introducing a spiritual world view into the organizational 
environment from a theoretical and practical perspective. Finally, it will be argued that modern 
organizations are not securing conditions for the successful introduction of widely understood 
spiritual concepts. 
 
Introduction 
The model proposed by Karl Weick 
(1979) denies the existence of an objective 
organizational environment. It is instead 
continuously created by the organization 
itself. Certain inputs are ‘noticed’ and 
‘bracketed’, later serving as material from 
which ‘plausible stories’, explaining highly 
ambiguous and ever changing 
surroundings, are weaved. In this process 
external inputs are arranged in a pattern 
which enables reduction of initial ambiguity. 
The latter is further reduced when these 
particular interpretations of organizational 
reality are retained, lived through and acted 
upon by organizational actors, thus 
constituting organizational history, which 
reciprocally serves to reinforce the 
plausibility of selected ‘stories’ - enacted 
interpretations of reality. Assumptions which 
rule the selection of a particular set of 
stories are, naturally, of crucial importance. 
While it is fundamental to explore reasons 
for adopting a particular set of 
organizational assumptions in the case of 
organizations which address spiritual 
matters (the task, which has been to a large 
extent neglected in academic writings), it is 
equally important to study internal dynamics 
created by those assumptions once they are 
adopted. The former presents a challenge 
which by far exceeds the scope of our 
analysis. Regarding the latter, however, 
some introductory conclusions will be drawn 
mostly from empirical case studies. It will be 
argued that organizations which attempt to 
approximate spirituality are often inclined to 
apply selection mechanisms which, in many 
cases, once adopted, become particularly 
difficult to change and impede any attempt 
to adapt to changing external and internal 
conditions.5 Such organizations are often 
                                                          
5 The ontological assumptions of Weick’s theory are 
neither shared nor disputed in this article. For 
instance, it is not the author’s intention to argue for or 
against objectivity of organizational environment. In 
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unable to react to emerging opportunities 
and, perhaps more importantly, they find it 
very difficult to respond to threats. Buried in 
their past, cherishing the choices which they 
made, reproducing continuously the same 
enacted conditions, being preoccupied with 
their history, they loose wider perspective 
and become buried in their antiquarian past 
(Nietzsche, 1983).  
 
 However, in order to comprehend 
these processes, it is imperative to outline 
the origins of the concept of organizational 
spirituality, to exemplify its modern 
applications in the organizational world and, 
even more importantly, to attempt to explain 
our understanding of spirituality. 
 
 
Origins 
 
Although spirituality is a concept 
similar to other universals like goodness or 
freedom and hence lacking direct material 
reference, throughout the course of history it 
was in many ways asserted that it in fact 
may and does contribute to one quite 
tangible aspect of human conduct, namely 
economic activity. Max Weber explicitly 
argued that there is a relation between the 
religious beliefs of a particular individual and 
                                                                                       
turn, Weick’s epistemology is of more interest since 
it helps to infer what organization regards as 
knowledge (about ‘what is out there’ and ‘how does 
it affect us’) and what criteria for knowledge 
construction are used by organizations. Weick’s 
model is not adopted as lenses through which author 
perceives and describes organizational world. It is 
rather its descriptive properties regarding certain 
organizational processes (reduction of ambiguity, 
arrangement of external inputs, retention of particular 
explanations of ‘reality’, etc.) which are found 
particularly enlightening since they seem to take a 
peculiar turn, in terms of intensity and direction, in 
organizations dealing with spiritual issues. Enactment 
theory in this article is not taken for granted as a 
whole. Hence, the author is not bound to take on 
sensemaking perspective and to use Weickian 
concepts consistently throughout the paper. Thus, 
whenever e.g. possibility of ‘changing external 
conditions’ is discussed, it is not inconsistent with the 
theoretical perspective adopted by the author. 
his social and economic actions (Weber, 
1930). According to Weber, followers of the 
Protestant faith are particularly inclined to 
achieve economic success because the 
advantageous outcome of their strivings 
was allegedly the sign of the God’s grace. 
For Calvinists there was no causal link 
between human action and winning divine 
grace, i.e. a human’s actions were not 
capable of influencing God’s will, yet still 
their favourable result (e.g. wealthy living) 
was seen as an indication that they were 
redeemed. This theory was, however, more 
descriptive than prescriptive. The link 
between materiality (accumulation of 
wealth) and spirituality (transcendent 
strivings and beliefs) was shown by Weber; 
still, negative moral valuation of materialism 
and hedonism as obstacles to spiritual 
happiness, was provided later. Erich Fromm 
reversed the argumentation: where Weber 
didn’t express evaluative judgments and 
saw positive correlation between 
transcendent beliefs and materiality, Fromm 
actually did evaluate and saw negative 
correlation between focus on materiality and 
spiritual fulfillment. Fromm claimed that 
material goods which humans strive to 
acquire, end up owning them; possessors 
become driven by their possessions 
(Fromm, 1976). To avoid this consequence, 
which Fromm calls living in the ‘having’ 
mode, he proposes a turn towards a 
radically different mode of life: ‘being’. It 
may be seen as the rejection of materialistic 
lenses through which many people tend to 
label themselves (‘I have’) and adoption of 
the perspective which entails defining a 
person in terms of their actions (‘I am’). 
What matters here is not what a person has, 
but who s/he strives to become, what s/he 
tries to achieve and how s/he develops. 
Somewhat similar conclusions may be 
drawn from the works of Abraham Maslow, 
one of the founding fathers of humanistic 
psychology. His most famous legacy 
includes the highly acclaimed hierarchy of 
needs, where human needs of the lower 
four levels (physiological, safety, love and 
esteem) have to be gradually satisfied if one 
is to achieve satisfaction of the need for 
Izak 
 
75 
self-actualization which crowns the pyramid 
[actually Maslow inserted two additional 
levels on the top, cognitive and aesthetic 
needs, but in common academic teaching 
they are often omitted (Maslow, 1970)]. 
 Maslow claimed that those who have 
the privilege of reaching the self-
actualization level may sometimes 
experience transcendence and a feeling of 
connection to all human kind (Maslow, 
1971). Striving for transcendence, 
belongingness and feeling of 
interrelatedness with the whole world were 
important aspects of spiritual literature 
focused on the workplace context, which 
begun to emerge in 1980s and became 
increasingly popular in the 1990s. 
Consequently numerous authors (e.g. 
Milliman, Pfeffer, Dehler, Steingard, etc.) 
directed their interest towards the ways in 
which organizations might satisfy claims 
resulting from our nature as it was seen in 
the humanistic perspective. In the 1990s 
over 300 books (52 of them in 1997) and 
more that 100 articles were published on 
that subject (Biberman, 2003). 
 
Spiritual practices in organizations 
 
Given the huge variety of ways in 
which spirituality is defined in the literature 
and practice, it is not surprising that 
practices occurring in modern workplaces 
which are commonly characterized as 
spiritual vary substantially and include: 
meditation, breathing exercises, yoga, 
chanting, visualization, dancing, prayer and 
other meditation practices, storytelling, 
aromatherapy, drawing, various games 
(impersonating animals or certain people), 
sharing feelings, reading, shamanic 
journeying, participating in group tasks, 
spending time alone (retreats) and in large 
gatherings. All of them aim to develop body 
and soul and to unite them. Many of them 
require physical, emotional and spiritual 
engagement. Most of them are not 
introduced in isolation. Usually more than 
one of them is used at a time (Bell and 
Taylor 2004; Delbecq, 2000). 
Numerous examples of the growing 
interest of modern organizations in spiritual 
issues are easy to find. Pizza Hut, Wal-Mart 
and Taco Bell organize ‘God squads’, which 
consist of priests and which are ready to 
advise employees on spiritual issues and to 
secure spiritual consolation 24 hours a day. 
Xerox funds trips to American deserts for its 
employees, where they meditate and gain 
inspiration from their inner selves to invent 
new designs for Xerox’s products and in this 
way contribute to company’s success. 
Tom’s of Maine invites various spiritual 
leaders to meetings with employees and 
Ben & Jerry underlines the importance of 
spiritual balance not just with respect to its 
relations with the staff (e.g. official company 
mourning in case of death of a relative of 
one of the employees), but also with the 
surrounding environment (by making their 
products sustainable). The World Bank 
employees not only take regular spiritual 
refuge in inaccessible areas of the world, 
but also take part in weekly discussions on 
spiritual issues. Southwest Airlines are 
known for establishing ‘love and soul’ as 
their spiritual base. One of the corporate 
goals of Servicemaster is to ‘Honor God in 
all we do’, which in practice means e.g. that 
all employees have an equal share. 
Monsanto introduces his employees to the 
art of Buddhist meditation. Deloitte & 
Touche organizes prayer groups. One of 
Florida-based law firms sponsors Torah 
lessons for the employees, so does one of 
New York law offices. Well known for 
introducing spiritual elements to their 
organizational culture are also such firms as 
Medtronic Inc. and Biogenex, as well as 
European enterprises such as BP, 
GlaxoSmithKline and Shell (Conlin, 1999). 
 Given the variety of approaches to 
organizational spirituality and multiplicity of 
spiritual methods and techniques it is 
important to attempt to elucidate the 
meaning of the very notion of spirituality 
before we move any further. 
 
‘What is spirituality?’ 
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If we ask this question we may 
simply mean that we would like to know 
what someone else thinks it is, i.e. we are 
not interested in knowing what it ‘really’ is, 
we just want to have a chat or conduct an 
interview for our research on that subject.  
However, posing a question of this 
kind would normally mean that we want to 
know the truth about a certain object. I claim 
that the response to this question may be 
complicated or simple, depending on what 
we expect from the answer. If the only 
answer which would satisfy us has the form 
of ‘S is X’, if we look for a specific object 
which corresponds to what we define, we 
are almost done answering this question. 
Such an attitude would imply that we take 
the truth to be the appropriateness of the 
relation between an object and the 
statement about that object (e.g. it is truth 
that ‘snow is white’, when snow is white). 
However, as I will attempt to show in the 
following discussion, in case of the notion of 
‘spirituality’ the only genuine and direct 
correspondence we can count on is relative 
to the individual. This was the simple way to 
deal with the problem. Spirituality is what we 
take it to be. Spirituality is ‘spirituality’. 
Although leaving an issue at this 
stage would provide us with a tempting 
maze of subjectivity, I do not think that it is a 
way in which most of us would put the 
question and that it is not the kind of answer 
we would hope to get. That every human 
being has his/her own personal truth may 
be in itself true (or not), but (in either case) it 
makes regular research of the phenomenon 
of organizational spirituality only harder, not 
easier. For this reason we might instead be 
tempted to look at the issue from the point 
of view of coherence theory, which says that 
truth may refer to the whole range of 
statements in the system and that a proper 
fit of elements within this system constitutes 
the truth. In fact, this is the viewpoint which I 
will now take. Still, it wouldn’t get us too far 
if we abided by the monistic view that there 
is only one system in which truth may be 
found, since our research perspective would 
be inevitably sentenced to life imprisonment 
within predefined confines. However, if we 
disagree with the monistic account of the 
problem (of the Spinozian kind) and if we 
apply a subjectivist ingredient to it, we will 
get a range of thought systems which may 
differ in terms of truth claims they support, 
but which may still hold that these claims 
are true within the systems as long as they 
fit in with the other parts of it. In such a case 
we may hold that certain statements and 
definitions are valid in relation to certain 
views shared by particular groups of 
individuals (to limit our discussion to 
humans), or by different domains of 
science, while they may be automatically 
dismissed by some other group or domain. 
Psychological automatisms of validation and 
dismissal derived from these truth claims 
existing within given groups or domains are 
of particular interest here. 
 
 What ‘a group’ means is not defined 
here rigorously. We could maintain that the 
group is formed by all those who validate a 
particular paradigm, in a sense similar to the 
one proposed by Kuhn (1962) or by those 
who apply a similar pattern of sensemaking 
processes (Weick, 1979). For the purposes 
of the following discussion I would only like 
to claim the following: although individuals 
tend to differ between each other in respect 
of truth claims that they are inclined to 
accept as necessary characteristics of 
particular concepts or objects, they are also 
likely to form social settings in which they 
generally share similar patterns of validation 
of meaning of these concepts. It would 
probably hardly surprise us if concepts such 
as ‘matter’, ‘soul’, ‘nature’ or ‘God’ held by 
physicists, Amway distributors, and spiritual 
trainers working for modern businesses 
differed, and were at the same time quite 
consistently shared within these groups. As 
shall be demonstrated, we can count on a 
similar effect regarding the concept of 
‘spirituality’. In the realm of coherence 
theory, meaning emerges when something 
is defined as ‘a notion’, by an individual who 
forms the part of some group - a larger 
social setting characterized by distinctive 
manners of accepting certain truth claims - 
e.g. church - as a result of which the 
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mediated notion originates: (a notion). Thus, 
let us put it this way: spirituality is 
‘spirituality’ (is spirituality). 
 
(Meta)characteristics 
 
Spirituality is defined in numerous 
ways:  
 
 ‘A subjective experience of the 
sacred’ (Vaughn, 1991: in 
Giacalone and Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘The personal expression of 
ultimate concern’ (Emmons, 
2000: in Giacalone and 
Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘The presence of a relationship 
with a higher power that affects 
the way in which one operates in 
the world’ (Armstrong, 1995: in 
Giacalone and Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘The animating force that 
inspires one toward purposes 
that are beyond one’s self and 
that give one’s life meaning and 
direction’ (McKnight, 1984: in 
Giacalone and Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘Our response to a deep and 
mysterious human yearning for 
self-transcendence and 
surrender, a yearning to find our 
place.’ (Benner, 1989: in 
Giacalone and Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘A transcendent dimension within 
human experience’ (Shafranske 
and Gorsuch, 1984: in Giacalone 
and Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘A personal life principle which 
animates a transcendent quality 
of relationship with God’ 
(Emblen, 1992: in Giacalone and 
Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘The human dimension that 
transcends the biological, 
psychological, and social 
aspects of living’ (Mauritzen, 
1988: in Giacalone and 
Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘The vast realm of human 
potential dealing with ultimate 
purposes, with higher entities, 
with God, with life, with 
compassion, with purpose’ (Tart, 
1975: in Giacalone and 
Jurkiewicz, 2003) 
 ‘Spirituality is the expression of 
spirit, [...] which is the form of 
energy’ (Dehler and Welsh, 
2003) 
 ‘The area of searching, asking 
important questions, 
receptiveness, openness, 
softness and flexibility in life.’6  
 ‘A moral attitude towards 
yourself and other people, which 
is opened to the world and has a 
direct connection with the 
divine.’7  
 ‘Human striving to achieve the 
state of mind which is more 
perfect. It is related to self-
perfection, an active search of 
excellence.’8  
 
 
  There are some common threads in 
these definitions. Stability and immutability 
seem not to be an option here. All of them 
are genuinely dynamic: even if they refer to 
more static concepts like moral attitude or 
human dimension they stress their 
transformative aspects, respectively open to 
the external and going beyond certain levels 
of existence. In most cases dynamism is 
formulated quite directly: expression, 
energy, striving, searching and animating 
force are among most frequently occurring 
terms. Thus, dynamism seems to be among 
the distinguishing characteristics of 
definitions of spirituality. So is 
transcendence, which indicates that 
dynamism is generally (although not without 
some exceptions) directed towards ‘there’ 
as opposed to ‘here’. Materiality, when 
transcended drives us towards immateriality 
which seems to be another important 
thread. Some of the definitions touch on the 
                                                          
6  Maria’s statement (material from the 
author’s research) 
7  Piotr’s statement, ibid. 
8  Lukasz’s statement, ibid. 
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subject of relation to God or Higher Being, 
in any case to some form of superior 
perfection. Such perfection is sometimes 
located by these definitions inside the 
human being, which means that every step 
toward spirituality translates into furthering 
our self-perfection or personal development 
(and vice versa). Not getting involved into 
discussing the relation between spirituality 
and religion, let us note here that these two 
are generally seen as separate (for 
thorough discussion see: Mitroff, 2003; 
Mitroff and Denton, 1999), which has also 
been confirmed in my research. 
 
Thus, spirituality is not construed as 
being the same as religion. Dynamism, 
immateriality, transcendence, self-perfection 
and belief in higher power seem to be the 
outstanding characteristics common to most 
of its definitions. 
What seems to be striking, however, 
is not how much these approaches have in 
common, but rather how they are different 
from each other. Notions such as power, 
relation, experience, area, attitude or feeling 
used in these formulations indicate quite 
substantial confusion around the issue of 
spirituality. These definitions may be divided 
according to location of the active factor. 
Hence, spirituality may be understood 
internalistically as a way in which an 
individual conceives the world and acts 
upon it, or externalistically as the manner in 
which the world exerts its influence upon the 
individual. Definitions of spirituality may be 
inclined to underscore ethics and morality 
as factors which must be found in activities 
of spiritual actors, or they may depart from 
the realm of human actions towards some 
transcendent relationship with the divine 
and the universe. We have indicated above 
some characteristics which seem to be 
common for most of approaches to 
spirituality. However, spirituality seems to 
be something (a thing, an experience or 
practice) which is described in so many 
ways and by so many terms that all 
characteristics which have been pointed out 
previously may be merely treated as 
tracking points, as indicators that whatever 
is occurring or is being told of, if refers to 
them, has in some way to do with spiritual 
issues. The multiplicity of these tracking 
points, in turn, leads us to the only 
description of spirituality which seems 
properly minimalist, as an ultimate 
inclusiveness concerning a whole variety of 
aspects, issues or points of view. Hence I 
shall take openness towards various 
viewpoints as the metacharacteristic of 
spirituality. 
 
Definition of such concepts like 
freedom, goodness or, for that matter, 
spirituality, should never be taken as 
complete. There is always a possibility that 
within a given context of a group (as we 
understood it above) which seems to 
attribute to them similar meanings, some 
new element will be added, thus influencing 
the content of internal agreement. Meanings 
are fluent, ‘the river-bed of thoughts may 
shift’ (Wittgenstein, 1969/1999). Even a 
physical object, e.g. a chair, may be viewed 
in numerous ways depending on who views 
it: quantum physicist will mostly see empty 
spaces between sparsely scattered atoms, 
an idealist philosopher may claim that the 
object as such isn’t real and exists in our 
minds only, while a furniture salesman (or 
his client) will be interested in the pragmatic 
and perhaps aesthetic characteristics of the 
object as a possible place to rest. Hence, it 
seems that these groups employ their own 
and separate meaning attribution and 
sensemaking processes. 
Instead of contributing to growing 
confusion over the definition of spirituality, I 
find it far more appropriate to refer to an 
open question argument (Moore, 1903), 
which is the claim that some notions are 
simply indefinable. This is not to maintain 
that I would rather not define it in order to 
avoid making a mistake, but that attempting 
a definition would already be committing a 
mistake, since the notion of spirituality is 
genuinely indefinite. I see no reason to 
prove this point further than by pointing out 
that no definition has so far gained an 
exceptional popularity, none of those which 
have been proposed seems particularly 
Izak 
 
79 
convincing, and in my research I have never 
encountered two opinions on this subject 
which were not substantially different from 
each other. It seems that spirituality as such 
cannot be comprehensively defined. And 
that indefiniteness is the second and final 
metacharacteristic that can be attributed to 
this notion. 
 
As previously said, different groups, 
notably physicists and philosophers, differ in 
the ways in which they attribute meanings to 
certain notions. But, to use the example 
given before, they still sit on chairs! It points 
towards a peculiar social phenomenon: 
namely that some minimum level of inter-
group agreement with respect to the 
necessities of our lives actually exists. Still, 
this level will vary depending on the kind of 
‘object’ we refer to. In the case of objects 
which most people have contact with on an 
everyday basis, the degree of free choice 
with respect to the way in which we come 
into interaction with them is substantially 
limited. It is imaginable that a particularly 
obstinate subjective idealist regularly keeps 
ignoring walls and chairs as non-existent 
objects in the course of his ordinary actions, 
even if such behaviour would inevitably 
bring about deplorable social 
consequences. However, when 
approaching universals, which not only lack 
direct material correspondence but also any 
straightforward empirical referent (unlike 
green for example), such as spirituality, our 
degree of freedom is far greater. What we 
will understand by these terms will not 
normally be the factor of crucial importance 
for our social setting. The 21st century 
societies living in developed countries will 
normally tolerate extravagant attributions of 
meaning to this notion. Our behaviour (even 
if uncommon) derived from our 
interpretation of the notion will rarely result 
in severe social sanctions. And usually if 
such sanctions occur, they will be 
scrutinized by public opinion and applicable 
law with suspicion of intolerance, violation of 
human rights, etc. Whether we see the 
world as full of spiritually interconnected 
powers, associate spirituality with ethics, or 
associate it with nothing at all (and act 
accordingly) will normally not exert 
particular influence on our social standing. 
As long as it doesn’t threaten general 
security or doesn’t infringe shared cultural 
standards, social attitude is generally 
inclusive and open towards different grasps 
of spirituality. Inclusiveness and openness 
are distinguishable in this context precisely 
because of huge differences in views on 
spirituality between individuals despite 
some common characteristics (or tracking 
points) which we mentioned. Social setting 
in which we experience spirituality is usually 
permissive and, in itself, open towards it. 
 
It follows from the very nature of the 
concept of spirituality that it is essentially an 
open notion which lacks definiteness and to 
which various meanings can be attributed 
by different (groups of) individuals without 
causing severe social tensions.  
 I further claim that if a notion, practice 
or issue possessing these two attributes is 
to be applied in any specific setting; this 
setting would have to secure appropriate 
conditions if such application has to work 
out properly. Thus, to make workplace 
spirituality a successful project, allowing 
organizations and their employees to reap 
various benefits on personal and 
institutional level, the workplace itself must 
be designed, deliberately or not, in a 
sufficiently inclusive, open and unrestrained 
manner to make approximation of open and 
indefinite spirituality viable. Whether 
organizations may fulfill these conditions is 
an issue which can’t be decided here, but 
subsequent considerations will aim to push 
the discussion on that subject a little further. 
 
Why workplace spirituality 
 
There seem to be three (although 
some authors claim there are more, e.g. 
Ashmos and Duchon, 2000), main reasons 
for current interest in spirituality in the 
workplace context (Giacalone and 
Jurkiewicz, 2003). The first is related to the 
increasing instability of modern workplaces 
caused by the decreasing demand for 
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human labour in certain industries (e.g. due 
to the introduction of new less labour 
intensive technologies and general 
inclination towards downsizing or 
reengineering). This could have negative 
psychological influence on employees: 
disappointment and fear of a highly 
unpredictable outer world, alienation and 
low self esteem are among symptoms which 
are most likely to appear. As a result, 
employees may turn towards immateriality 
and transcendence where they find 
reassurance which was lacking in their lives 
(ibid.).  
The second group of causes is 
linked to global change with respect to 
values which takes place in today’s 
business world. A growing number of 
enterprises stress the importance of values 
such as self-development and realization of 
human potential instead of applying purely 
materialistic incentives (Mitroff and Denton, 
1999). Many companies also emphasize the 
importance of an empathic approach when 
it comes to business relations with other 
enterprises. Hence, a growing interest of the 
corporate world in CSR, business ethics 
and stakeholder theory. 
Finally, it is often claimed that an 
increased interest in Eastern philosophies 
and religions plays a role. Some authors 
(e.g. Ashmos and Duchon, 2000) maintain 
that this interest is due to the aging of the 
baby-boomers generation, now in their 50s 
or early 60s, who pay more attention to 
immaterial values, meditation practices and 
transcendence, and who form an essential 
part of the modern corporate establishment. 
Let us note here that all above mentioned 
reasons need not to be considered 
separately. There may be some kind of 
causal relation between the first two groups. 
The existence of the reasons of the first kind 
entails that the second will appear, namely 
that organizations take interest in spirituality 
because their employees are disappointed 
with insufficiency of material compensation 
which they receive for their work. It could 
also be claimed that the third group 
(spiritual attitudes of the seniors of the 
corporate hierarchy) exerts influence upon 
the second (related to company’s spiritual 
policies). Thus, instead addressing the 
issue from categorizing point of view 
discerning particular groups of factors, we 
may suggest the existence of a certain 
mechanism, which translates augmenting 
commitment to spiritual issues at the level of 
individuals into functioning of today’s 
organizations. 
 
Affirmative vs. Critical 
 
Most of the literature relating to 
spirituality in the organizational context 
suggests numerous incentives to integrate 
spirituality in the workplace and is focused 
on the positive aspects of the issue, which 
commonly highlights various benefits on 
organizational and individual level [the 
approach which some scholars regarded as 
‘seeing the light’ (Boje and Rosile, 2003)]. 
Major streams in this ‘positive’ literature 
pertain to such issues as the advantages of 
the spiritual point of view over materialistic 
and mechanistic approaches (Gull and Doh, 
2004), spiritual dimensions of the workplace 
(Pfeffer, 2003), the ways in which spirituality 
can be taught and successfully 
implemented in the organizational setting 
(Dellbecq, 2000), qualitative description of 
various mutations of spiritually imbued 
organizations and manners in which they 
surpass the non-spiritual ones (Mitroff and 
Denton, 1999), attempts at quantitative 
analysis of this superiority (Lee D-J. et al., 
2003; Achmos and Duchon, 2000), practical 
implications and advantages of including the 
supreme power (God) in organizational 
practice (Schwartz, 2006), metaphysical 
foundations of workplace spirituality 
(Steingard, 2005), impact of achieving 
higher states of consciousness on 
organizational performance (Harung, et al., 
1996), link between spirituality and 
competitive advantage (Neck and Milliman, 
1994), benefits for the community building 
(Mirvis, 1997) and profits from introducing 
spirituality in the context of organizational 
change (Dehler and Welsh, 1994). One of 
the outstanding examples of this affirmative 
literature on workplace spirituality describes 
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unrivalled benefits for Human Resource 
Management: as some of the most 
prominent scholars in the field have 
claimed, ‘the data suggest strongly that 
those organizations that identify more 
strongly with spirituality […] have 
employees who (1) are less fearful of their 
organizations, (2) are far less likely to 
compromise their basic beliefs and values in 
the workplace, (3) perceive their 
organizations as significantly more 
profitable, and (4) report that they can bring 
significantly more of their complete selves to 
work, specifically their creativity and 
intelligence’ (Mitroff and Denton, 1999). 
These benefits, as some studies claim, can 
have direct material implications, since they 
result in improved bottom line (Zinnbauer et 
al., 1999).  
However, this ‘positive’ literature is 
being treated by many, and not without 
reason, as highly hypothetical, not meeting 
the requirements of scientific rigor 
(Giacalone et al., 2003) and marked by the 
scarcity of empirical results (Rego and Pina 
e Cunha, 2008). In fact, even some of the 
empirical studies which were actually 
conducted, do not fully confirm that these 
positive results will occur. Our discussion 
will further show why it might be the case. 
 Less numerous but nonetheless 
present in literature are accounts of the 
problem of workplace spirituality that, to 
simplify metaphorically, can be seen as 
concerned with the ‘dark side’ of 
organizations. Here the introduction of 
spirituality in organizational context is 
regarded as disturbance (Smith, 1996) and 
can be seen as a potential source of 
pathologic behaviours (Forray and Stork, 
2002). Negative effects that such studies 
claim to discern include mental isolation of 
participants of spiritualized organizations 
(Pratt, 2000). Some researchers suggested 
that there are possible implications of 
workplace spirituality for exercising control 
over a company’s employees, manipulating 
meaning, managing communication 
channels, suppressing resistance against, 
and gaining employee’s acceptance of 
various corporate policies (Bell and Taylor, 
2004). Spirituality may also be seen as 
helping to preserve an unjust and 
exploitative socio-political and economic 
order (Gallhofer and Haslam, 2004) and can 
exert disciplinary, patriarchal influence upon 
employees (Nadesan, 1999). As one 
scholar noted, current affirmative interest in 
the organizational spirituality may be seen 
as ‘an ideological attempt to capture the 
power of religion for the purposes of 
supporting capitalist interests’ (Bell, 2008).  
 
Can it work? 
 
One could argue that modern 
discourse on spirituality may very well be 
described as Baudrillard’s third level 
simulacra, which substitutes for a reality 
which simply ‘is no longer there’ 
(Baudrillard, 1976). It would entail that the 
remedy for the Debord’s ‘spectacle’ 
(Debord, 1995) was found in just another 
form of irrationality, the one which is much 
harder to denounce than in the case of 
social relationships mediated by images. 
Spiritual discourse is mediated mostly by 
the invisible and thus utterly unverifiable. 
The whole discourse of the emerging 
organizational spirituality seems to be 
constructed around the claim that we should 
put greater effort in the invisible, because 
with sufficient work (properly done) it will in 
some way feed us back with marvelous 
results. The claim that spiritual workplaces 
should fulfill certain conditions, such as 
inclusiveness and lack of restraint, in order 
to make approximation of spiritual openness 
and indefiniteness possible may seem to be 
in some respect satisfied if means-ends 
causation is interrupted and some degree of 
vagueness steps in. Wouldn’t it quite nicely 
resemble the indefinableness of a biblical 
reward which is to be expected in some 
imaginary future, brought a step closer 
down to earth and intertwined into 
managerial claims for higher efficiency? 
Would that work? Not necessarily, I should 
say. What functions well in the realm of 
religion, when put in the organizational 
context may, intentionally or not, create 
opportunity for a great fraud.  
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Imagine an organization that lacks 
any tangible means to assess the actual 
linkage between the efforts put by the 
individual (organizational actor) and the role 
played by the circumstances (workplace 
context with all its limitations) with the 
outcomes (degree of achievement of certain 
goals). It could potentially create a very 
powerful mechanism able to justify nearly 
every harmful result of its activity as caused 
by independent factors. The mechanism 
which would be capable of internal 
absolution from every committed sin and 
thus of any feeling of obligation towards 
employees or business partners. It may not 
sound like a desired outcome of application 
of spirituality in the workplace, but in some 
cases this is exactly what happens. In a 
spiritual enterprise that I have studied, a 
vegetarian restaurant, one of the bosses 
performed ‘mental scanning’ of his 
employees from the distance of over 200 
miles to assess whether the food they 
prepare is energetically positive. If he 
recognized it was not, the cook was 
rebuked and in some cases immediately 
laid off on the basis of the insufficient 
energy potential that he was endowed with. 
There was no evidence that such an 
employee could possibly produce to prove 
his innocence that could not be easily 
rejected in the realms of spiritual discourse 
assumed in that organization. Every 
argument might easily be dismissed e.g. as 
inspired by the evil forces or simply as a 
product of insufficient spiritual development 
(the cook apparently did not ‘grow up’ to 
cherish the cosmic energy value of the food 
he prepared). This is not to say that actors 
who have some superiority in spiritually 
imbued organizational context will regularly 
take advantage of the possibility to 
undertake an abusive action towards those 
who occupy a lower place in the hierarchy, 
but what needs to be emphasized here, is 
that in this case such possibility is quite 
apparent. 
One of the major reasons why 
manipulation may be particularly harmful 
here is that when a person newly adopts 
behavioural norms complying with the 
organizational conditions mentioned above, 
s/he may start developing various 
rationalizations to justify his/her actions. As 
some scholars have noted, in the case of 
members of spiritually imbued organizations 
‘their self image requires a convincing 
motive. The most readily available 
explanation is the conviction that their 
actions made sense, and were freely 
chosen’ (Tourish and Pinnington, 2002). It is 
always hard to confirm such a claim, but it 
seemed to be the case in a different 
organization I studied, a chain of clothing 
stores, in which the manager instructed all 
his employees to participate in spiritual 
courses. Those who opposed lost their jobs. 
One of the ’survivors’ explained later that 
since then she got so much interested in 
spiritual issues that she attends every 
weekly meditation meeting with her boss. It 
was quite common for the respondents in 
another study to maintain that their interest 
in spiritual issues came deeply from within, 
although it was independently confirmed 
that they didn’t make any steps on their 
spiritual path until they joined a particular 
organization.  
However, sometimes it goes much 
further. In another case from my research, 
members of a voluntary based organization 
internalized spiritual teachings of their 
Master (Guru) so deeply that everything that 
occurred in that organization was 
automatically taken by them as having 
inner, transcendent and inexplicable 
importance. Every action happened for a 
reason. Every event was sacred. Even 
some, from a managerial point of view, 
utterly dysfunctional behaviour of 
participants e.g. law breaking actions of top 
management causing substantial financial 
and reputation losses or obvious systemic 
flaws e.g. practically non existent 
communication channels, was treated as an 
indispensable carrier of some higher 
meaning. For example, lack of 
communication between various branches 
and between national and international 
levels of management was supposedly 
serving the higher purpose of teaching 
people how to take care for themselves. 
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Everything happened out of necessity. If 
organizations adopt this viewpoint, ‘the way 
becomes the only way, the subjective 
becomes objective, practices become 
sanctified as norms, is becomes ought.’ 
(Ashforth and Vaidyanath, 2002). Thus, 
organizational flaws were no longer errors 
to be corrected. They were granted a holy 
space in the minds of participants, often 
repeatedly justified during various 
gatherings and informal meetings and given 
substantial meaning not even simply in 
relation to this particular organization but, in 
the end, with regards to the whole world. 
Therefore, any initiatives to change the 
situation were viewed with suspicion, much 
like attempts to defy the ‘higher power’. 
There were, however, clear cues presented 
by some ‘mutineers’ that much of this 
sanctified confusion was quite 
instrumentally developed by a tiny group of 
members who derived very material profits 
from it. 
Other researchers found that 
organizations led by transformational 
leaders are often inclined to imbue the 
workplace with spiritual discourse (Tourish 
and Pinnington, 2002) and that, as in case 
of the vegetarian restaurant mentioned 
above, in such instances organizational 
success is frequently attributed to the 
correctness of the organizational model, 
while any failure is always attributed to 
external factors. It creates a basis for the 
ideology which can never be denied: all 
events whether conducive to organizational 
success or not, always confirm it. In Michael 
Pratt’s study of Amway, a direct selling 
company supposedly based on Christian 
principles, it was argued that organizations 
which apply specific sensemaking 
processes which preclude the possibility of 
admitting a mistake create mental fortresses 
inside which no external arguments are 
valid. Each event which contradicts the 
corporate ideology undergoes a scrupulous 
sensemaking procedure and consequently 
turns out to confirm it. Similarly, in Amway’s 
case, the lack of success in distributor’s 
activity is presented as ‘God’s will’, 
continuous staying in the organization by 
those who already achieved success and 
are financially independent is translated as 
‘serving the higher purpose’ and mutiny 
against the supervisor is portrayed as ‘a 
work of a devil’ (Pratt, 2000). Organization 
freezes in a self-confirming loop of 
evidence.  
When holistic image (in which 
comprehension of separate parts in never 
enough to understand the whole) of the 
world in which organization plays an 
indispensable, sacred role is provided 
cleverly enough to exert effective control 
over participant’s mental sensemaking 
processes, as it was in Amway’s case, what 
actually happens may easily be presented 
as what should or even must have 
happened. Thus, allowing it to happen 
repeatedly. In such cases ‘[…]sacralizing 
imbues the instrumental with moral authority 
creating the resource for the organization 
enabling for manipulation’ (Ashforth and 
Vaidyanath, 2002). 
Tracks of organizational thinking 
become frozen in antiquarian stillness. 
What may here be the key to 
organizational ‘success’ is not only a skillful 
manipulation but also historically-oriented 
coherence with which spiritual worldview is 
applied. Once adopted, the spiritual model 
is immutable and its characteristics almost 
impossible to amend. In many cases 
organizations which strive to approximate 
spirituality (re)create an unpredictable 
setting, which is flooded with unverifiable 
claims, thus forming an irrefutable ideology. 
In the case of the vegetarian restaurant 
mentioned previously, every aspect of 
functioning is submitted to scrupulous 
control and is given general direction by one 
of the co-founders, also known as a 
clairvoyant, who claims to have immense 
spiritual powers, while the role of the 
second associate mostly consists in direct 
supervision, execution and making minor 
operational decisions. Every important 
action is undertaken in strict agreement with 
the first of them and generally he is the one 
who exerts influence on every aspect of 
organizational functioning. Recruitment of 
employees and their careers are strictly 
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spiritually controlled: only those who reach 
certain energy minimum are accepted, 
promotions and rises in wages are 
contingent upon general energy fit into the 
whole organization and, as mentioned 
before, discharges are also decided in 
accordance with similar criteria. Each 
decision regarding organizational 
environment such as which business 
contacts should be established and which 
should not are also dependent upon the 
greater picture, inconceivable, at least for 
the employees, cosmic order and not the 
economic calculus (it happens often that a 
more expensive option is selected even 
though nothing seems to support it). While 
all the above are typically controlled from 
the distance (as mentioned before 
clairvoyant-associate lives in a different part 
of the country), occasionally the associate 
actually appears in the restaurant in order to 
imbue the workplace with energy (e.g. by 
performing certain spiritual ceremonies or 
reading holy texts aloud, such as 
Ashtavakra Gita, while all the meals are 
being prepared) and to advise which spices 
or ingredients should be used for the 
particular meal. He doesn’t explain the 
grounds for this advice. He doesn’t have to. 
According to his own words, he ‘just 
knows’9. And his knowledge, along with all 
its applications, as grounded in some 
insensible, otherworldly and higher order is 
automatically excluded from possibility of 
any kind of verification. Hence, he is also 
‘authorized’ to easily dismiss any claims 
derived from different order of reality 
perceived as ‘inferior’. Thus, spiritual 
rhetoric and sensemaking contributes to the 
stiffness of the organizational model. 
It may be argued that a spiritually 
imbued organization does not necessarily 
have to apply such rigid rules; that 
inflexibility should not be perceived as their 
indispensable characteristic. I will, however, 
claim that an open, unrestrained and flexible 
organizational model may be inherently 
unsustainable if applied in spiritually 
oriented organization. Certain cases from 
                                                          
9  Mr. Janusz’s statement, ibid.  
my research confirm this contention. The 
one discussed below is most appropriate for 
the goals of this discussion because it 
enables for close comparison with the one 
previously mentioned. 
 In another case study of a different 
vegetarian restaurant which used to operate 
in the same town, no particular spiritual rigor 
was enforced and spiritual employees 
(participants of various courses, devoted 
followers of spiritual traditions, etc.) were 
mixed with those who were not at all 
interested in these issues. Employees only 
shared an idea of important role which 
vegetarianism plays in the preservation of 
human health and all sympathized with the 
vision of helping the whole humanity. The 
working environment was very lax. 
Transcendental issues were very often 
discussed and weekly spiritual meetings of 
employees were organized, but the decision 
making processes were quite typical and 
based on tangible factors. It soon occurred 
that efforts of spiritual employees to keep 
the place running substantially diminished 
as they lost particular interest in material 
rewards and often chose to spend more 
time taking care of their own spiritual growth 
instead of cooking and serving meals. As 
the owner attempted to put some 
disciplinary mechanisms in place, 
disillusionment gradually crept in and most 
of the spiritual employees left. The owner 
decided to close down and so the spiritual 
experiment has failed.  
Differences between these two 
cases probably consist to a large extent in 
the quality of management and multiple tiny 
details which are hard to grasp for the 
outside observer. Substantial lack of control 
over employees and the boss’s inability to 
enforce desired behaviour (one of the 
spiritual waiters in the second restaurant 
was found reading a newspaper and 
constantly ignoring the clients) could be 
encountered in many organizations. Yet, we 
should point out the comparative similarity 
of initial circumstances in both cases, 
important differences in management’s 
approach to establishing tolerated degree of 
openness and flexibility and final outcomes 
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of these two processes (the first restaurant 
still thrives on a very demanding market, 
while the second one is long forgotten). 
Although it would be premature to draw far 
reaching conclusions relying on rather 
modest empirical material heretofore 
gathered, it should be noted that attempting 
to appropriate a flexible and unrestrained 
workplace environment in prospering 
(spiritually informed) organization subjected 
to typical market pressures, may occur to be 
an immensely challenging task. 
 Having in mind all the reservations 
towards the issue of workplace spirituality 
which have already been made I would like 
to add one of ethical nature. When the 
project of spiritually imbued workplace in 
which employees take part not so much for 
the company’s sake but for their own 
personal development achieves its goal on 
the organizational level (employee’s 
retention and effectiveness rises and bottom 
line improves) and with respect to the 
individual (who truly believes that 
commitment to a particular workplace helps 
him/her evolve), it will greatly reduce the 
likelihood of justification of employee’s 
refusal to engage in any of the company’s 
initiatives. Including the initiatives which 
interfere with some of the aspects of his/her 
personal life. An employee would find it 
much harder to oppose the demand to 
increase his/her commitment in professional 
issues at the cost of his/her non-work 
occupations if such commitment is 
convincingly introduced as an opportunity 
for personal development. Research 
confirms that in some environments 
heightened employee’s commitment and 
his/her consent to work long hours may be 
achieved by introducing a workplace context 
which may seemingly have an inverse 
connection to work intensity, such as work-
as-a-play setting (Costea et al., 2007). And 
if it is hard to refuse to play when at the 
same time it secures a certain material level 
of our existence, how much harder is it to 
reject the opportunity of spiritual 
development? Much harder probably and 
certainly more research on that subject 
would bring invaluable insight to the 
phenomenon of organizational spirituality. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Is it at all possible for spirituality to 
feel at home in an organizational setting? 
As we have seen, numerous examples 
indicate that some level of coexistence is 
possible. However, very often claims that 
spirituality may contribute to long term 
reliability of organizational functioning are 
not fully justified. Should it be so, it would 
demand extraordinary cautiousness and 
deep understanding of the human psyche 
on the part of those who introduce 
spirituality to the organizational context, 
because, I contend, it is not its natural 
habitat. Let us keep in mind that the notion 
of spirituality to which we refer possesses 
attributes of indefiniteness and openness. 
For organizations which take part in the 
competitive market race it will be a 
considerable challenge to preserve these 
attributes by creating an unrestrained and 
fully inclusive organizational culture. Some 
examples from my research suggest that it 
may not necessarily be advantageous from 
the economic point of view. As we have also 
seen, organizations which strive to 
approximate the condition of indefiniteness 
may either turn into an ultimate chaos or 
produce potentially exploitative 
circumstances where all employee’s claims 
may be easily dismissed.  
Spiritual discourse may also create 
potential for abusive actions with respect to 
employees and some organizations may 
find such temptation hard to resist. 
Voluntary based organizations may often 
find it easier to avoid turning indefiniteness 
into vagueness covering abusive practices 
since they are usually not subjected to huge 
market pressures. Still, as my research 
suggests, even in this case such danger 
exists.  
Spirituality may serve the 
organization as a tool to preserve not only 
the ‘most efficient way of doing things’, but 
also to ensure that this way will not be 
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challenged, because the manner of 
justification suggests that such a change 
would violate some higher otherworldly 
order. This way, I claim, particular elements 
of the organizational puzzle become 
justified by the very structure of spiritual 
argumentation. Organizational order is 
granted a higher meaning which immunizes 
it against any outside influence. And thus 
becomes untouchable. Any infringement in 
it is no longer perceived as a simple breach 
of conduct or a plain mistake. It becomes a 
sin. The sinner may either purify himself by 
accepting organizational order and his 
repentance and conversion may be used to 
confirm righteousness of the model or he 
may be expelled thus ‘purifying’ the 
organization and solidifying cohesion 
among its members. In either case 
‘correctness’ of the model is ‘confirmed’. 
Here new impulses to amend processes of 
‘noticing’ and ‘bracketing’ in the ‘enactment’ 
stage as well as new dynamics underlying 
the ‘selection’ process hardly ever appear. 
As we have seen, organizations which 
approximate spiritual methods and/or adopt 
elements of spirituality in their world view 
may easily become epistemologically rigid, 
use only ready made recipes and be equally 
conservative in acquiring new information 
as in their processing.  
 I will contend that rigid and 
conservative reception of reality, 
immutability of modes to act upon it and the 
historically oriented antiquarian approach 
demonstrated by many spiritually imbued 
organizations stands at odds with the 
attributes of spirituality: unrestrained 
openness (i.e. inclusion of every approach, 
which will have to be compromised if 
epistemological stagnation and backward-
looking repeatability step in) and ultimate 
indefiniteness (which clearly clashes with 
any attempt to apply highly inflexible and 
precise framework). It is not to say that 
spirituality - as understood here - will never 
exist in any organization. In some cases it 
could be possible, supposedly the more the 
lesser market pressure is applied. However, 
as a new organizational paradigm, 
spirituality seems to be a disputable project. 
 
* The empirical material used in his article has 
been collected during my (ongoing) qualitative 
research, conducted between August 2007 and 
November 2008, consisting in inquiries 
regarding Polish enterprises which include 
spiritual issues and techniques in their 
operations. Up to the present moment 29 in-
depth interviews with present and former bosses 
or employees as well as spiritual trainers 
working for companies have been conducted, 
recorded and transcribed. This material has 
been supplemented by numerous field notes 
made by the researcher and in some cases by 
analysis of written or video material related to 
spiritual aspects of the functioning of these 
organizations. 
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Excess of History and Dance of Narrative with Living Story Noticing 
 
David Boje 
 
 
Freidrich Nietzsche has declared an ‘excess of history.’ History is not being crafted for the 
purpose of life. Nietzsche posits three kinds of history: antiquarian (excessive concern for the 
past as just trivia about heroes), monumental (emerging history of becoming that is being 
stifled), and need for critical history (a resistance to antiquarian that can degenerate into 
skepticism and cynicism). My purpose is to develop the three modes of past into a critique of 
retrospective narrative and point to its antithesis, living story of becoming. Organizations suffer 
from an excess of retrospective narrative history. The antidote is a methodology we at STORI 
are calling ‘story noticing.’ 
 
 
Organizations are overburdened by what 
Freidrich Nietzsche (1874) called the 
„excesses of history. Three modes of the 
past (monumental, antiquarian, & critical) get 
all out of balance (see other essays by 
Sinclair, 2004; York, 2008). A monumental 
history defies the past, forgets the past in order 
to strike out on a course of great 
transformation, to create quite a different 
future. An antiquarian history turns 
monumental achievements of leaders of 
successful enterprises into a celebration, and 
then a preservation of the past, to the point 
that every triviality of the past becomes ritual 
or idol. A critical history traces the ways 
antiquarians have turned monumental history 
achievements into unchangeable blueprints for 
the future.  
 
When these three histories get out of balance 
the malady, is named by Nietzsche, the excess 
of history. The excess of history according to 
Nietzsche (1874/1997: 120) “no longer knows 
how to employ the past as a nourishing food.” 
Narrative fragments break off, are combined 
into renewed narratives, but with the same 
empty beginning, middle, end narrative stamp, 
out of the same old narrative factory. In 
organization studies, I view the excesses of 
history as a protracted application of 
retrospective narrative sensemaking to the 
exclusion of critical story and living story work. 
As monumental history is transformed into 
antiquarian narrative re-presentation of the 
past, storytellers lose their grit and 
competence to notice stories of the real needs, 
or to rebel against the excesses of narrative 
retrospection. The living story is the antithesis 
and anecdote to retrospective narrative 
sensemaking that has ossified into an excess 
of history.  
 
In this essay I want to develop the 
methodology of story noticing as an antithesis 
to retrospective narrative sensemaking. My 
colleagues and I are not alone in positing 
“noticing in practice” what Shotter (2005: 128) 
says that simply by saying “Stop!” “Look!” and 
“Listen to that! Narrative to excess can 
damage precisely the kind of story 
competence Walter Benjamin (1936) lamented 
was passing away. Balancing narrative 
sensemaking and story sensenoticing is 
essential to emergence, self-organization, 
complexity, and when out-of-balance, will be 
the downfall of the most monumental 
organization, as it turns antiquarian. Nietzsche 
saw that his German culture was caught up in 
an antiquarian narrative. Not only did they 
preserve the trivia of the past, and celebrate 
heroes past the point of their utility, but there 
was proclamations of the end of history. And 
that is why Nietzsche is so very applicable to 
contemporary US and European society, and 
to the Business School. All these have 
proclaimed an end to history, that globalization 
is the end all, the last chapter of economic 
history. And at the top of the globalization 
celebration are the antiquarian corporations: 
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Wal-Mart, Nike, Disney, Microsoft, and lets 
not forget Las Vegas. Imitators of these, and 
Enron, before its demise, are everywhere on 
the horizon.  
 
The danger to organizations is that preserving 
the past in retrospective narrative 
sensemaking to the point that it becomes 
antiquarian history means there is no longer 
learning how to organize chaos of emergence, 
no noticing stories that are becoming lively as 
they self-organize and counter-organize in 
relationship to narrative stability. Czarniawska 
(2004) celebrates the importance of narrative 
petrification, its narrative-unchangability, to the 
success of strong corporate cultures. I would 
like to assert here that strong organization 
cultures „will transform from monumental-
strong to antiquarian-weak when narrative 
petrification sets in. Furthermore, it is my 
proposition, that is sustaining the balance of 
narrative petrification with story noticing of 
what is becoming and contrary to antiquarian 
that gives organizations their self-organizing, 
recontemporalizing renewal of long-term 
resiliency. As I see it, living story noticing is a 
methodology that is a potential cure fore 
retrospective narrative ossification. 
Narratives role in constructing antiquarian 
history has been noticed by Bakhtin (1973) in 
positing the interplay of monological narrative 
with polyphonic manner of story. Mikhail 
Bakhtin (1973: 12) asserts a difference 
between narrative and story: “narrative genres 
are always enclosed in a solid and unshakable 
monological framework.” Bakhtins “Dialogic 
manner of the story” (1981: 60) stands in 
contrast to monological narrative framework. It 
has been noticed by Derrida (1979). Derrida 
views narrative as an instrument of torture: … 
The question-of-narrative covers with a certain 
modesty a demand for narrative, a violent 
putting-to-the-question an instrument of torture 
working to wring the narrative out of one as if it 
were a terrible secret in ways that can go from 
the most archaic police methods to 
refinements for making (and even letting) one 
talk that are unsurpassed in neutrality and 
politeness, that are most respectfully medical, 
psychiatric, and even psychoanalytic. (Derrida, 
1979: 94).  
 
Burner and a raft of other narrativists treat 
narrate and story as the same thing (Boje, 
2008).Narrative representation is antiquarian, 
derived from an over reliance on retrospective 
knowledge of past ages, not the direct 
observation of living story noticing. Story 
noticing is an immersion into the complex of 
events before they have been constructed into 
experiences. People do not do much story 
noticing because they are drunk on the illusory 
promises of retrospective narrative and 
narrative expectations for this or that form to 
be everywhere replicated. The case of Disney 
(Boje, 1995) is an example. After Walt died, all 
that was heard from decision makers is „what 
would Walt have done. A thriving Disney 
monumental corporate culture became 
transformed overnight into the Mouse 
Museum. A very antiquarian history took root. 
When Michael Eisner took over he went 
against the grain, by noticing just how stuck 
Disney was in trivial ritual, in preserving past 
ways of doing things that were no long fit for 
current affairs. As Eisners reign ended, 
Disney once again fell into the same 
petrification, the same mummification, and 
ossification, the same antiquarian narrative 
retrospective that excluded all kinds of living 
story work that was needed to bring balance. 
Disney once again was overwhelmed by the 
Disney that has past, the culture that was, 
rather than noticing what Disney was 
becoming. Instead of a Mouse Museum, 
Disney had been incorporating every non-
Disney theme and character, until, with ironic-
shock, it was noticed that to be successful, 
Disney had to turn the sting of creative-
destruction onto itself, displacing traditional 
Disney characters, doing satirical caricatures 
in postmodern architecture of Disney stuck in 
the past.  
 
For Nietzsche the point when critical and 
monumental are over powered by antiquarian 
is highly important to consider. When will 
Disney be countered by un-Disney? When is 
Disneyfication countered by critical inquiry into 
what is De-Disneyfication? Not only Disney, 
but McDonalds, Wal-Mart, and Las Vegas. 
When is McDonaldization countered by Un-
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McDonaldization? When is the Wal-Mart effect 
countered by De-Wal-Martization? When is 
Las Vegasization, the spectacle of sex and 
gambling in every downtown, in every 
university, on the Internet, and so forth, 
countered by Un-Las Vegasization? And lets 
take it up a notch. When is a critical history 
going to counter globalization (Boje, 2005; 
Boje & Cai, 2005)? What is at issue is the 
world of sensemaking. For Nietzsche 
(1874/1997: 122) the past is deployed 
differently in three senses: monumental, 
antiquarian, and critical. And it is the 
monumental and the critical notice the 
unhistorical story that is becoming that are 
contrary and counter to the antiquarian. And 
essential to this noticing is forgetting. The 
animal lives unhistorically, but humans, 
according to Nietzsche suffer from an excess 
of history. “Forgetting is essential to action of 
any kind, just as not only light but darkness too 
is essential for the life of everything organic” 
(Nietzsche, 1874/1997: 62). Our historical 
(retrospective) sensemaking overwhelms our 
noticing of the present. In Weicks (1995) 
retrospective sensemaking, for example, their 
is a preoccupation with history, not much about 
what Bakhtin (1993, Philosophy of the Act) 
calls tuning into the moment of the present for 
our answerability, and not much about what 
Bruner (1986) calls prospective (forward-
looking) sense.  
 
Nietzsches (1997) point about an excess of 
history is expressed this way: "Let us at least 
learn better how to employ history for the 
purpose of life! (p. 66). Nietzsche recommends 
distinguishing between three species of 
history: antiquarian, monumental, and critical 
(p. 67). The antiquarian history is well rooted in 
the past, in traditional arts and practices, but 
cannot distinguish what is important to 
preserve from what must be abandoned to the 
dust pile of history. The monumental history 
struggles to emerge, being suffocated and 
stifled by apathy and indifference of the 
antiquarians. The critical history would restory 
the heroism of Columbus discovery of America 
narrative (Boje, 2001), refashioning its heroism 
into a more critical reading of native-
catastrophe, and into how history is often a 
poetic work of fiction crafted by the rich and 
powerful. 
 
"Each of the three species of history which 
exist belongs to a certain soil and a certain 
climate and only to that: in any other it grows 
into a devastating weed. If the man who wants 
to do something great has need of the past at 
all, he appropriates it by means of monumental 
history; he, on the other hand, who likes to 
persist in the familiar and the revered of old, 
tends the past as an antiquarian historian; and 
only he who is oppressed by a present need, 
and who wants to throw off this burden at any 
cost, has need of critical history, that is to say 
a history that judges and condemns. Much 
mischief is caused through the thoughtless 
transplantation of these plants: the critic 
without need, the antiquary without piety, the 
man who recognizes greatness but cannot 
himself do great things, are such plants, 
estranged from their mother soil and 
degenerated into weeds" (Nietzsche, 
1874/1997: 72). There seems to be in 
retrospective narrative sensemaking a 
veneration of the past, a kind of antiquarian 
sensemaking. And in Bruner (1986, and 
elsewhere) the precepts of narrative, its 
veneration for form, come to dominate what 
my colleagues and I call living story. There is 
little about the cultivation of living story 
noticing, what is emergent or could be 
prospective as in antenarrative (Boje, 2001). 
But this topic of critical history, of looking at the 
way a history or a prospective future can be 
oppressive is something we could pursue and 
unravel a bit further. I wonder about a critical 
theory, or critical management studies, that is 
critical for the sake of being critical, without 
looking at the situation, the context of the 
critique. That is, the danger in critical theory is 
that it degenerates into cynicism without 
resituating action. In a critical history, not 
everything that is old and past, that is noticed, 
is worthy of appreciation and reanimation. Walt 
Disney, Ray Kroc, and Sam Walton, once 
monumental CEOs, are transformed into 
antiquarian CEOs, mummified by the immense 
excess-spectacle of Disney, McDonald's and 
Wal-Mart, in a "stench of must and mould" 
somehow overcoming an otherwise "insatiable 
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thirst for novelty" with antiquarian reverence 
(Nietzsche, 1874/1997: 75).  
 
Perhaps these corporations, and others to be 
sure, are no longer using history as a way to 
celebrate life. These ascender corporate 
histories seem to cut of life instincts, suppress 
our counter-desire with spectacles of excess. 
"A certain excess of history can do all this, we 
have seen it do it: and it does it by continually 
shifting horizons and removing a protective 
atmosphere and thus preventing man from 
feeling and acting unhistorically (Nietzsche, 
1874/1997: 115).  
 
If you want to see the "malady of history" (p. 
120), look at the Wal-Mart website of the 2007 
Shareholder's Meeting. "Excess of history has 
attacked life's plastic powers, it no longer 
knows how to employ the past as a nourishing 
food. The evil is dreadful, and yet, if youth did 
not possess nature's clairvoyant gift no one 
would know it is an evil or that a paradise of 
health has been lost" (p. 120). The Wal-Mart 
2007 meeting is a series of megaspectacles, a 
star-studded cast of entertainers, and if you 
tune out the word Wal-Mart and substitute 
republican, or democrat, you can easily 
mistake the Shareholder's Meeting as a 
Political Convention. One would never imagine 
watching this spectacle that this corporation 
has more lawsuits brought by its employees 
than in the entire history of all corporations of 
all time. (Wal-Mart 2007) 
http://walmartstores.com/GlobalWMStoresWeb
/navigate.do?catg=725  
 
When a critical history deconstructs, judges, 
and dissimulates the past, without re-imagining 
the present and future, the chains of the past 
remain as manacles. In restorying (White & 
Epston, 1990) look at how buried in the 
reverence for an antiquarian past (flat) 
narrative there are flashes of resistance to 
oppression. These flashes of resistance can 
be redeployed in a more critical history, by 
casting off the excess of history that denies 
life. We drag around a habituated sense of our 
past, carrying forces forward in memory that 
we can let loose of, to invite some new story of 
ourselves emerge. In corporate histories there 
seems, in the main, to be a "modern bogus 
cultivatedenss" of an excess of history that is 
the antithesis to a productive spirit. I think that 
Nietzsche has something fundamental to say 
about critical theory of history. There seems to 
be a "concept-quake" (p. 120) where our 
corporate "dragon-slayers" (p. 121) try to alter 
the malady of history with an eruption of 
concepts, as if concepts would make Wal-Mart 
or some other corporate history more robust, 
and stop its stifling of life. There is a "fluidity of 
all concepts" (p. 112), which are exalted and 
noble in critical theory, just as they are in 
leadership or organization theory.  
 
Meanwhile the antiquarian corporate history 
makers, in every annual shareholder's 
meeting, seem to choreography a terrifying 
spectacle, one that the working and investing 
masses consume uncritically. The excess of 
history in such spectacles is surrender to a 
world-process that infinity of critical concepts is 
not reversing. The criticism of an excess of 
history could move from „concept-quaking to 
doing some other kind of protesting. The Wal-
Mart film demonstrates a kind of silly culture, a 
culture possessed by puffing themselves up 
with star-spangles, with acts of double 
narration where Chinese and India workers for 
Wal-Mart act like a high school glee club. 
There is a false and superficial history being 
proffered that a critical theory scholar could 
speedily deconstruct. But the spectators are 
"drunk will illusory promise" (p. 118) that the 
"greatest of former ages" (p. 118) of a Sam 
Walton will repeat itself in Lee Scott Jr. The 
concept-quake of critical theory is not 
reversing this pedagogy of oppression, this 
spectacle of an excess of history. Wal-Mart 
weaves fragmented pieces, mechanically, 
sown with concepts, in a "malady of words" in 
a "word-factory" (p. 119) and a star-factory. 
Critical theory has a critical historical sense, a 
cynical lexicon of concepts, yet the global 
world-process of hyperbole at Shareholder's 
Meetings continues unabated. Sorry for waxing 
on about Wal-Mart. It's excess-ive! It's just that 
they are opening a third Wal-Mart Supercenter 
in Las Cruces New Mexico. I teach small 
business, and realize how much more chaos 
and madness this will bring to our desert city. It 
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seems that workers believe the hype, spin, and 
hyperbole. When I showed High Cost of Low 
Price documentary film to my class of twenty-
something year olds, they reported that they 
knew relatives that loved their Wal-Mart job. 
Maybe its all those Wal-Mart cheers, the ones 
the shifts yell out each day, with the rah-rah of 
cheerleaders at a Laker's game. It takes a 
world-process to create such illusion and 
fantasy. Its as if Wal-Mart has become a 
religious idea, an excess history of tenacity 
and founder-greatness has erected its history. 
I wonder if critical theory cynicism and 
skepticism of such excess of history can 
change anything/ Is it the immaturity of the 
masses, is it the way Wal-Mart can conceal 
itself in political convention spectacle? It is a 
sad state of affairs. The mass public takes 
workshops in narrative form, in Beginning, 
Middle, and End narrative construction in two-
minute elevator pitches (Rosile & Boje, 2007; 
Boje & Tyler, in review). 
 
Conclusions 
 
Behold the day when it is the terminus of 
globalization, when the pursuit of nothingness, 
as Ritzer (2004), our past keynote speaker at 
scMOI calls it, is very noticeable! The critical 
scholars claiming the void of life-drives will 
take center stage with the apologists for 
globalizations many benefits. Adopting the 
words of Nietzsche (1874/1997: 122), the 
Delphi cries at the beginning of the unleashing 
of living story, “know yourself” and in this 
world, god “conceals nothing.” Nietzsche did 
not give up on the unhistorical and 
suprahistorical as counterforces to the excess 
of history. What living story are you noticing in 
your own life, in the life of your organization? 
Organizations are overwhelmed by narrative 
sensemaking. They need more critical and 
monumental sense-noticing in order to move 
on from a past that has turned antiquarian. The 
danger of not doing story noticing of this sort is 
that the organization preserves a past that 
does not allow its stakeholders to notice the 
stories that are becoming. What is necessary 
is to instill the power of forgetting. To me 
doing, story noticing with an eye and an ear to 
all that is becoming is the counterforce. 
Narrative hates forgetting! Narrative does 
change form, change content, in order to 
contemporalized dead narratives of the past 
that are no longer intelligible to present day 
consumers. Narrative education provides no 
basis for story noticing. This is especially the 
case when narrative sense and story sense 
are treated as identical. I want to be a dragon-
slayer. I want to undermine the narrative 
concepts. I want to be an activist that brings 
about a sustainable Wal-Mart, a Nike that pays 
living wages, a Disney that does not stifle the 
life out of story. Give me a living story of 
sensenoticing and I will show you an antidote 
to global capitalism.  Organizations are 
overburdened by an excess of narrative 
history! 
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Introduction 
 
Narrative research has become more and 
more common in business and organization 
studies over the last two decades (Barry & 
Elmes 1997; Czarniawska 1995, 1997; Boje 
2001). Behind the emergence of the 
narrative turn in business studies lies the 
linguistic turn, which has its background in 
philosophy (see Rorty [1967] 1992; Fisher 
1985). Generally, philosophers have been 
interested in the problems of language and 
its role in human life and existence for a 
long time. There have been debates on 
such issues as to what extent philosophical 
questions are basically linguistic questions 
or, ontologically, what is the relation 
between language and reality (whatever the 
latter is)? These debates have reverberated 
in organization studies such that 
organizational reality has come under 
consideration from the linguistic and 
discursive point of view. (Grant & Keenoy & 
Oswick 1997.) 
  Organizational reality has been 
conceived of as, at least in partly, 
discursively constructed. Discourse has 
been understood as language usage.  
Where as a formal language system 
(grammar) exists outside of time, place or 
situation, discourse is bound to temporal 
and spatial presence and immediacy. It 
matters how language is used in 
organizations because linguistic 
conventions and styles form and shape 
discourses which define the conceptions of 
reality and prevailing practices. Thus, 
stories as discursive entities, in whatever  
 
 
situations they appear in organization, also 
participate substantially in the formation of  
organizational reality. (Fisher 1985; Bruner 
1991; Gergen & Thatchenkery 2006; 
Broekstra 1998; Woodilla 1998; Brown & 
Humphreys 2003; Phillips 1995; Phillips & 
Lawrence & Hardy 2004; Weick & Sutcliffe 
& Obstfelt 2005.) 
  In this article we focus on how 
stories are engaged with power in 
organizations. We do not examine leaders 
as such, but how stories they tell may have 
power to lead. Thus the definition of leader 
or leadership is quite narrow. Several 
definitions of leadership have emphasized 
the idea that leadership is a process 
whereby somebody influences a group of 
people (Northouse 2004). Thus is a matter 
of interaction which occurs between a 
leader and her/his followers. Because this 
study focuses on power of stories, not the 
interaction between a leader and followers, 
it is not necessary to define leadership more 
profoundly.  
  Here we are also following the idea 
presented by Parry & Hansen (2007) that a 
story can be seen as leader. Because of 
this, our main research question is that how 
stories can lead? Our argument, which we 
elaborate below in the theoretical part of this 
article, is that it is the stories which are 
leading.  
  The linkage between stories and 
leading in an organization is based on the 
ability of stories to mediate and shape 
organizational reality. Stories are able to 
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convey knowledge, values and emotions in 
the organization (Gherardi & Poggio 2007). 
Thus, they have an influence on the 
organizational culture, and on the 
atmosphere, trust, understanding of strategy 
and everyday flow of information in an 
organization. However, it is worth noticing 
that although stories are occasionally 
mentioned as tools for the management 
(e.g. Denning 2005), we do not take it for 
granted that the use of stories in 
management is mechanistic or fully 
controllable. Instead, in the discursive world 
the producer of an utterance cannot 
completely control how her/his utterance will 
be received and understood. (Ricoeur 
1991a, 1991b; Gadamer 2004; Schütz 
[1932] 2007.)  
  There are certain questions which 
require elaboration when studying power of 
stories to lead in the context of organization. 
First, to enable the inquiry of the relation 
between stories and power in general, one 
must consider narrative ontology and 
epistemology. In the case of narrative 
ontology, we ask how human beings in the 
world are mediated by stories and how 
stories construct social reality. If a human 
being is conceived of as a creature who is 
capable of understanding the world, other 
human beings and her/himself, as this 
article proposes, the meaning-mediated 
relation between a human being and her/his 
world and life must be dissected. 
  Second, when inquiring into the 
effects of storytelling on organizational 
reality, issues concerning power should be 
recognized. Traditionally power has seen as 
a sovereign relation between a leader and 
her/his followers, and that a leader’s task as 
getting her/his followers to do what s/he 
wants, including what they would not 
otherwise do (Clegg 1998; Clegg et al 
2006). A leader can exert her/his personal 
authority or her/his position in the 
organization or use various coercive means. 
However, the traditional concept of power is 
far too simple and misleading, and thus 
uninteresting for an inquiry into storytelling 
leadership. It simplifies the power relations 
of organization into individual relations and 
ignores the discursive character of 
meaning-mediated organizational reality. It 
is misleading because organizational stories 
are a part of the discursive world and thus 
out of reach of the traditional concept of 
power. Thus we are focussing here on the 
idea of disciplinary power. 
  Third, the focus is on language, 
specially the use of language, i.e. 
discourses. A leader uses language in an 
organization to enunciate something about 
the character of the organizational reality, 
and these utterances have meaning in the 
organization. The utterances may be 
speech, written texts, arguments or other 
kinds of diverse discursive representations. 
These utterances are usually referred as 
discursive practices (see Clegg 1998; Clegg 
et al 2006). This directs our attention 
especially to the process of interpretation of 
stories and to the elements of a story 
according to which meanings are 
constructed. 
  Thus, we start the elaboration with 
a following configuration and proposition. A 
leader tells stories which have some kind of 
a structure and content, and narration 
occurs in a social situation and at a 
particular time. The storytelling situation 
creates a relation between narrator and 
listeners, which situates the leader as a 
narrator and the followers as listeners both 
joined in membership of the situation and 
knowledge delivered and mediated in the 
situation (cf. Lyotard 1985). This 
membership constitutes the basic 
precondition for storytelling leadership, 
because without it there cannot be a relation 
between narrator and listeners which 
enables the reception, interpretation and 
understanding of the stories told.  
  But, we add some critical points 
which stems from postmodern narrative 
theory (see Parry & Hansen 2007; Boje 
2008). We do not take it for granted that 
stories have a tight formal structure always 
and their meanings are fixed by the 
storyteller. Instead, stories in an 
organization appear as dispersed and there 
emerge wide range of interpretations in 
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various kinds of discursive practices. Here 
we focus on the power of a story to lead.  
 
The Data 
 
The empirical data consist of thematic 
interviews. The interviews took place during 
September 2005 - July 2007. Altogether 12 
individuals were interviewed, of whom 
seven were from the strategic echelon 
(member of management group) and five 
from the operative echelon (middle 
management and supervisors). Eight of the 
interviewees were male and four female, 
and varied in age from less than 30 years to 
nearly 70 years. 
  The interviewees were in superior 
position in theirs organizations and they 
were from both the public and private sector 
organizations and from different lines of 
business (e.g. banking business, forestry 
industry and municipal administration). The 
duration of each interview was on average 
approximately 1 hour 20 min and every 
interview took place in each interviewee’s 
office. All the interviews were tape-recorded 
and transcribed (totalling some 120 pages 
of transcribed interview text). 
  The process of selecting 
interviewees was done of two phases: in the 
first phase we looked for individuals, who 
are known as storytelling leaders (both in 
media and random organizations). What 
made these individuals as leaders was that 
they all participated to the process of 
influencing other people by telling stories, 
and they were nominated as having this skill 
by their colleagues. We found 14 
individuals, and these we contacted in the 
second phase. Eventually 12 individuals 
agreed to an interview. The identity of each 
interviewee is coded (hidden) for research 
ethical reasons. 
  Our data sets a limit to the scope of 
the empirical analysis. We can not analyse 
how the stories told by the interviewees 
were received in the organizations they 
were told. Our data consists only of 
interviews with the leaders, not with other 
members of the organizations. Thus we 
concentrate on the stories themselves in our 
analysis. Our purpose is to investigate 
linguistic elements in the stories which 
convey such meanings which may be 
descriptive, prescriptive and contain ethical 
principles. By this definition we delimit our 
analysis to concern only the stories, not how 
the personnel interpret them. Instead of 
interpreting stories on behalf of the 
personnel, we interpret the stories as any 
other kind of symbols or cultural 
manifestations. These interpretations are 
based on collectively shared frameworks of 
understanding.   
 
Stories, discourse and power 
 
Understanding Stories in Organization 
 
In this section we discuss about and 
elaborate the conditions thorough which the 
understanding of stories is possible both in 
the general and in the organizational 
context. Understanding requires that the 
stories and life, and vice versa, have 
something to do with each other. Stories 
must resemble life in one way or another, 
and one must be able to recount life in 
narrative form. The same also holds in 
organizations: organizational stories must 
resemble life and the action which takes 
place in organizations. This resemblance 
does not mean that all such stories have to 
occur in organizations themselves; instead, 
stories need to consist of features or 
content which have meaning and relevance 
to the members of the organization. For 
example, the content of a story may include 
some kind of moral lesson or precept. In 
elaborating the relation between stories and 
life we follow Ricoeur (1991a), and start with 
the same problem or paradox: stories are 
recounted, not lived; life is lived not 
recounted.  
  There seems to be an 
insurmountable gap between life and story. 
In trying to surmount that gap, attempts 
must be made from both sides. From the 
side of life there is the question of how a 
story can imitate life; from the side of story, 
the question is: what are the features of life 
which recall narration? From the 
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hermeneutical point of view stories mediate 
three relations: between a man and her/his 
world, between a man and other human 
beings, and between a man and 
her/himself. In the first relation it is a matter 
of referentiality, i.e. the ways in which a 
story refers to a world somewhere. The 
second relation is about communication, 
and the third relation reflects self-
understanding. (Ricoeur 1991a.) Hence, 
analysis of the plain inner structures of a 
story does not reach the world in which 
people, and also leaders in organizations, 
recount their stories. Furthermore, we notice 
that an inquiry into leaders’ stories is 
situated in the field of hermeneutics when 
the meaning relations between stories and 
organizational reality are being dissected.  
  How a story can become closer to 
life as lived? Ricoeur (1991a) argues that no 
text is completed until in the act of reading. 
According to Ricoeur (1991a), a text is 
discourse which is fixed by inscription. 
Inscription transforms an evanescent 
discourse into a temporally constant text. 
This feature of a text makes it possible to 
return over and over again into a text. While 
discourse disappears in time, constant text 
can be interpreted and reinterpreted. Stories 
may also reach a text-like constancy when 
they become memorialized into folklore or 
oral tradition of an organization. Thus 
stories which are a part of organizational 
oral tradition can be considered as texts.  
  Here reading refers more widely to 
the different ways texts are received than in 
the every day reading words, which is 
based on the visual perception of letters. No 
text in itself contains a comprehensive set of 
codes which enables its complete 
interpretation and full understanding. 
Instead, texts open up a variety of worlds for 
reading and interpretation and 
understanding emerges when the meaning 
horizons of the text and the reader 
encounter each other. Text in itself is not a 
closed entity, but a projection which opens 
up a new and not-yet-experienced world 
(Ricoeur 1991a). In the case of a story, 
reading opens up an inexperienced horizon 
of meanings which consists of different 
actions, characters and plotted events.  
  Thus, understanding a text requires 
fusion of the horizons of meanings between 
a text and a reader (Gadamer 2004), and 
this occurs in the act of reading (Ricoeur 
1991a). In the act of reading the 
expectations offered by a text and a 
reader’s experiences of life converge. With 
the help of the imagination these 
expectations and experiences become 
interpreted, and the reader’s life has 
membership in the world of a story. Reading 
a text connects the reader to the horizon of 
meanings opened by the story, and the 
understanding of a text occurs through the 
reader’s horizon of experiences. Thus, 
stories are not only recounted, but they are 
also lived in the imagination. This is how a 
story as a text becomes closer to life as 
lived. In the organizational context, this is 
also the basis for the understanding of the 
stories that leaders tell.  
  How does life come closer to 
story? Ricoeur (1991a; 1991b) proposes 
three ways in which life comes closer to 
story. The first is what he calls the 
semantics of action. Human action becomes 
meaningful through the concepts of natural 
languages in such a way that it is 
understood as aims, projects, 
circumstances, states of affairs etc. In this 
sense meaningful action differs from 
physical movements and behaviour. 
Meaningful action includes a subjective 
sense of reason for the actor (Schütz [1932] 
2007). Behaviour may seem to be an 
unintentional reaction to stimuli, but action is 
meaningful in a way or another for the actor. 
What is important is that the meaning of 
action arises from the concepts which 
accompany action. The ability to understand 
action through concepts provides action 
with same kind of structure that stories 
have: action is organized in relation to time, 
space and human sense of reason.  
  Second, understanding of action is 
based on symbolic resources which consist 
of signs, rules and norms which mediate 
and articulate the meanings of action. 
Without these symbolic resources the 
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recounting of action is not possible. As 
human beings we all share an immanent 
arsenal of symbolic means of expression 
which constitute the contexts and 
conventions for the depiction of actions, and 
rules by which to understand an action in a 
certain time and place. Symbolic resources 
exist before a certain action is performed 
and thus they are initial conditions for the 
legibility of that action. For example, a 
gesture, such as the sudden closing and 
opening of an eyelid, can be interpreted as 
wink, and thus not only as a mechanical and 
physiological tic. (Ricoeur 1991a; about 
wink see Ryle [1949] 1990; Geertz 1973.) 
  Third, understanding action is not 
limited only to the resemblance between 
action and its conceptual descriptions, nor 
the symbolic mediation of this resemblance. 
In the broadest sense action can be seen as 
containing temporal structures which call for 
becoming recounted. Ricoeur (1991a, 29-
30) speaks here about the “pre-narrative 
quality of human experience” and refers to 
stories which are not yet told. Such potential 
stories exist, for example, in courtrooms or 
in psychotherapy sessions, in which the 
story is constructed during the session. In 
this sense action and life contain a temporal 
structure which is congruent with a plot of a 
story, and this structure becomes articulated 
when a potential story comes into existence.  
  From the ontological point of view 
the possibility of using stories in 
organizations is tied to the idea that there a 
resemblance exists between story and life, 
even though they never fully meet or merge. 
It is also the basic condition of the 
understanding stories told by a leader.  
 
Epistemology of leaders’ stories 
 
The epistemological question is: what kind 
of knowledge do stories convey? Stories 
that a leader tells in an organization have 
functions similar to those of stories in 
general: teaching/learning, advice, delivery 
of values, diversion of actions etc. This is 
why we focus on ideas according to the 
dimensions of knowledge as proposed by 
Lyotard (1985). 
  What is knowledge and what its 
relation is to stories? Usually the knowledge 
which stories convey is considered to cover 
a broader area than modern academic or 
scientific knowledge. Scientific knowledge is 
typically enunciated by denotative clauses. 
The clauses depict the state of affairs or 
phenomenon, and they can be proved true 
or false. The knowledge that appears in 
stories is not limited only to expressions in 
denotative utterances, but also consists of 
expressions which say something about 
what is right or wrong, equity and fairness 
(ethical utterances), beauty and 
gracefulness (aesthetic utterances), or they 
demand that people to do something 
(prescriptive utterances). (Lyotard 1985; 
Fisher 1985; Cohn 2006.) In addition, 
utterances may have a performative 
function, i.e. we do something by saying (cf. 
Austin 1962). Thus stories are capable to 
convey a wide body of knowledge which 
can be applied to the social world and to life 
itself. This is also the case in the 
organizational context and with leaders’ 
stories, in which the knowledge they impart 
is not typically scientific but more as the 
common sense kind.  
  The connection between 
utterances and the social world surrounding 
them defines the validity, eligibility and 
adequateness of the knowledge mediated 
by stories, also in cases without a particular 
claim to truth. Knowledge that stories 
convey becomes assessed in relation to 
collective conceptions of ethics, models of 
action and ideas about reality, whether a 
matter of evaluative, inciting, encouraging or 
descriptive utterances. This does not mean 
that such utterances have to be accepted or 
are in line with collective conceptions, but 
they must be available for social 
assessment and negotiation through shared 
codes of meaning (Lyotard 1985). In this 
study our aim is to trace such utterances in 
stories which reflect the manner how stories 
have power. This aim is based on the 
feature of stories that they can convey 
denotative, aesthetic and prescriptive 
utterances.  
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  As an intermediary form of 
knowledge, stories interpolate the narrator 
and the listeners in to the social order. This 
emphasizes both the situational feature of 
the narration and the structures and content 
of stories. Narrations are often 
institutionalized in such a way that only 
certain actors have the right, duty, 
responsibility or power to recount stories in 
a certain place and time. This privileged 
position may be based on age, gender, 
social rank or occupational group. (Lyotard 
1985.) In organizations this position is 
usually imposed to leaders, or leaders have, 
at least, a special role when organizational 
stories are recounted. Social positioning is 
not merely determined by faceless 
institutions, but also by the narration itself 
(Lyotard 1985). Listeners become 
participants to the story when the narrator 
recounts the story explicitly to them. Thus, 
the situation of the narration produces social 
inclusion and exclusion.  
  Presence in the situation is not, 
however, the only criterion for membership, 
because a story may contain elements 
which make listeners partakers by positing 
them as characters in the story or getting 
them to perform certain tasks. In our case, 
personnel of the organization are 
incorporated into the mountain story. They 
are immanent participants of the story, 
regardless of their appearance in the 
situation of narration.  
 
Power of stories that leaders tell 
 
The concept of power requires a clear 
comment in inquiring into leaders’ stories. 
Because the stories told by leaders and 
stories in general, produce and shape 
organizational reality in a discursive manner 
(Boje 2001; Czarniawska 1995, 1997; Parry 
& Hansen 2007), the traditional conception 
of sovereign power does not apply here. 
Sovereign power means direct command, 
and can be illustrated in the following way: 
A getting B to do something that B wouldn’t 
otherwise do. (Foucault 1980 [1975]; Clegg 
1998; Gordon 2006). There are two reasons 
why we distance us from the concept of 
sovereign power. First, stories cannot have 
this kind of coercive influence on something 
or somebody. Although stories consist of 
prescriptions, advice, rules, ethical 
principles and values, they do not in 
themselves compel anyone to act. Second, 
the idea of sovereign power does not 
recognize the discursive character of the 
construction of reality. It is assumed, 
mechanically and realistically, that in the 
exercise of power there clearly exists a 
subject, who uses that power, and an 
object, who is the target of that use of 
power.  
  The idea of disciplinary power, 
presented by Foucault (1980 [1975]) is 
more suitable for an inquiry into the power 
of leaders’ stories. The core idea of 
disciplinary power is that power appears 
anonymously through diversified institutional 
practices which regulate and shape the 
actions of individual agents. Disciplinary 
power does not result from the exercise of 
sovereign power. Instead, it grows gradually 
in through negotiation by and between 
multiple institutional agents and is mediated 
by discursive practices. Furthermore, its 
regulative function is based on its ability 
discursively to create and maintain a sense 
of normality in people’s everyday lives. 
(Clegg 1998; Clegg et al 2006 Gordon 
2006.)  
  Moreover, it is relevant to ask what 
kinds of agents are able or entitled to define 
or regulate conceptions of reality and 
normality. In the case of leaders’ stories, a 
leader does not have the kind of sovereign 
power that could be used to compel 
subordinates to do things which they 
wouldn’t do otherwise. But, by telling 
stories, a leader can participate, as one 
agent among others, in the discourses 
which define the organizational action and 
reality. The discursive definition of 
organizational reality consists not only of 
descriptive utterances, but also of 
prescriptive, normative and ethical 
utterances, i.e. utterances which say 
something about how things should be or 
what is valued in the organization. Starting 
point for our analysis is that the mountain 
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story participates to the construction of the 
organizational reality by being a discursive 
element which shapes the imagery of the 
organization. 
  What, then, is the power of leader 
in organization if s/he is not exercising 
sovereign power? Parry & Hansen (2007) 
have stretched the anonymity of the leader 
to its extreme by arguing that leaders do not 
lead by telling stories, but that stories do the 
leading. This is an interesting viewpoint, but 
also challenging. It presupposes that the 
position of the speaking subject is minimal, 
almost non-existent. It is like the concept of 
the voice in a story (cf. Genette 1980) which 
refers to an idea that in a story told by a 
leader it is not of a leader her/himself who is 
narrating it, but it is an internal narrator of a 
story. Thus, in this case, a relation between 
speaker and listener is not taken for 
granted. It follows that no causality exists 
between a leader’s intention and the actions 
of the listeners. It also implies that stories 
cannot function, to quite a commonly 
employed metaphor, as tools for a leader 
(cf. Denning 2005; Clark & Salaman 1996).  
  In taking up the gauntlet of 
investigating the claim that stories them 
selves have the power to lead, the first task 
is to examine the impressiveness of stories. 
We use the term impressiveness instead of 
influence because it indicates looseness of 
the relation between story and organization. 
We consider that the term influence refers 
more to the causality between stories and 
actions in an organization that is suggested 
by impressiveness. The traditional 
conception of causality does not fit into the 
discursive and storytelling approach. 
Causality was defined by Hume in 1874 in 
terms of cause and effect (Niiniluoto 2007). 
In Hume’s definition cause is an entity from 
which another entity follows, thus all former 
entities are always and necessarily followed 
by the subsequent entities. Furthermore, 
there is a temporal difference between the 
existence of cause and effect: cause always 
emerges before effect. Causality is also 
asymmetrical. If A is a cause of B, B cannot 
be a cause of A.  
  We argue that causality as 
described above cannot exist between a 
story told by a leader and the action 
occurring in an organization. It necessitates 
that every story, A, told by a leader, will 
always and inevitably be followed by action, 
B, on the part of the members of the 
organization. Thus the idea of causality 
should be understood more loosely, by 
asking, how is the impressiveness of a story 
created?  
  Psychological type of causality 
cannot be properly applied in the argument 
that stories do the leading, as it is based on 
the idea that action is caused by an actor’s 
belief and will that s/he will act in a certain 
situation in a certain manner. Hence the 
motivation to act emerges from a 
psychological state of mind (Laitinen 2007; 
Dancy 2000). For example, person X acts in 
a certain way, because s/he believes that 
someone else, person Y, needs that kind of 
action, and this also creates the will to act. 
Nevertheless, this approach leaves open 
the question about the basis for the belief 
and will of person X. Thus, instead of a 
psychological state of mind, one should 
direct the attention to the state of affairs, i.e. 
the situation itself and its social context. 
(Laitinen 2007.) The situation itself imposes 
certain social norms, values and normative 
demands on the actors. The will to act a 
certain manner is to accept the normative 
demands which the situation sets, externally 
to the actor.  
  In an organization, it is the 
organizational culture which sets and 
conveys the motivating social norms and 
values. Discursive elements, which 
evaluates, advise and define the social 
action in the organization, become sediment 
in organizational culture. (Alvesson & Berg 
1992; Parker 2000; Trice & Beyer 1993; 
Hancock & Tyler 2001.) These elements 
produce the conception of a state of affairs, 
which may motivate the actors. This is the 
basis for the impressiveness of the 
organizational culture. Furthermore, if 
stories also participate in the construction of 
the organizational culture, it is reasonable to 
claim that stories have power to lead. In 
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other words, stories which become 
sediment in the organizational culture 
produce an organizational reality which can 
become institutionalized as the normative 
basis for the exercise of foucaultian 
disciplinary power. In organizations some 
stories acquire hegemony, but the position 
of the narrator may also have an influence 
on the process of sedimentation. 
 
The Task of Analysis  
 
In the introduction we argued that, first, 
there are two dimensions in the telling of 
stories by a leader, the structure of the story 
itself and narration as a social event. 
However, our data limit the analysis such 
that we have only indirect access to the 
social situation. The data do not cover 
storytelling events as such, but consist only 
of descriptions of those situations by the 
leaders interviewed. Thus we have decided 
to analyse the data on two levels. The first 
level consists of the stories proper which 
are embedded in the interview speech and 
which have an identifiable plot. These are 
the stories which the interviewed leaders 
have recounted to their followers. The 
second level consists of the speech in 
context, where the leaders describe and 
ponder the situations in which the stories 
were told.  
  Secondly, we stated that our 
starting point is inquiring into how the 
stories can be said to lead. Thus the 
purpose is not to investigate whether or how 
the leader’s intention has been realized in 
the organization. We also posed the 
questioning of what a leader means by 
her/his story. In addition, we proposed that 
there can be no direct causality, cause and 
effect, between the stories told by a leader 
and the actions taking place in an 
organization. Instead, we suggested that 
stories may become impressive in an 
organization by becoming sedimented in the 
organizational culture. Thus, stories can 
define and shape conceptions of 
organizational reality and motivate action.  
  These two starting points define 
our research task and data analysis. The 
aim of our analysis, then, is to investigate 
the prescriptive, descriptive and ethical 
elements included in stories proper to see 
how it is that stories are able to lead. 
Prescriptive elements concern what 
someone should or must do. It is not only a 
matter of imperatives or commands, but 
more general tendency to get someone to 
act in a desired way. Stories set states of 
affairs in narrative form which in turn, should 
motivate the action. These states of affairs 
also contain ethical elements which justify 
the action in a given state of affairs. 
Because stories in themselves, regardless 
of the narrator, consist of prescriptive and 
ethical elements, they are able to function 
as leaders. Furthermore, stories also need 
descriptive elements, which depict the 
states of affairs.  
  We applied actant analysis, as 
developed by A. J. Greimas (1979) to 
investigate the relations between the actors 
appearing in the stories told, with the aim of 
trying to make visible the normative and 
ethical elements which could motivate these 
actors. The actant model posits six actants 
all of which are present in all stories. Here 
we do not use actant analysis to find 
universal elements in the stories, but as a 
heuristic means to perform a practical 
analysis. Actants in stories function to 
initiate and further the action. These actants 
are: the subject, which is the central actor of 
the story or sequence of a story; the object, 
the objective or target of the action of the 
subject; the sender, which assigns the 
subject a mission and motivates the subject 
to achieve the object; the receiver, goal or 
destination of the story or process in which 
the action becomes evaluated; the helper, 
which supports the subject in the latter’s 
mission; and the villain, which tries to 
forestall the fulfilment of the subject’s aims. 
Although there are only six actants, there 
may be manifested by unlimited number of 
actors in particular stories.  
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The case analysis 
 
We start with a story we have named “The 
mountain”. Its context is the economic crisis 
in the banking business which took place in 
Finland at the 1990s. It is a story told by a 
bank manager and its topic is how the crisis 
was coped with. It contains many 
metaphors and it is actually constructed 
from metaphors. A metaphor is a figure of 
speech which transfers meaning from the 
source domain to the target domain by 
resemblance, and simultaneously creates a 
new understanding about the target domain 
(Morgan 1997; Fiske 1992; Ricoeur 1977; 
Fiumara 1995; Grant & Oswick 1996; Cazal 
& Inns 1998). Hence, the metaphors in the 
stories told by a leader can also create new 
understanding of the organizational reality.  
  The following extract from the 
interview contains both the story proper, i.e. 
The mountain, and the contextual speech of 
the leader. It was originally a continuous 
sequence of speech, but we have divided it 
into three parts for easier reading. These 
are the core metaphor, i.e. the presentation 
of mountain metaphor, the explanation of 
the metaphor, and the sub-metaphors with 
their explanations. The name of the 
organization is concealed for ethical 
reasons and in the extract it is named as 
Bank X. 
 
This [story] was constructed when 
our brand new banking business 
started up in the autumn of 1996. It 
had progressed so far … there 
were some 100 people working on 
that project, and it was being done 
merely bit by bit. We drew a picture 
of our vision, which - surprise, 
surprise [refers to an earlier story 
of constructing the triangle model 
about the vision and strategy of 
their bank] - was a picture of a 
mountain that was reminiscent of a 
triangle. So … there’s this 
mountain there, there are also 
some other mountains behind it … 
On the mountain there are various 
ledges and the sun is shining … 
the higher up you are, the warmer 
it is. Then we drew the employees 
of Bank X all along the 
mountainside and they all had 
backpacks on their backs … you 
can see them climbing there … 
They are all connected by a rope. 
They are all hanging onto that, and 
our slogan became “we will do it”.  
It was about encouraging, maybe 
spurring people on [at the time of 
the bank crisis], and we wanted to 
frame this picture and hang it on 
the walls, for all of the units ... for 
suitable places. We were creating 
confidence that our new bank 
would rise up, and make it all the 
way to the top.  
 
Here the story is also that … when 
you put this backpack on, you will 
possess all the required know-how. 
You have all the equipment you 
need to ascend in the banking 
business. And the idea of the rope 
was that no-one will fall by the 
wayside … that everyone will be 
supported and everyone’s 
knowledge is needed and so on. 
And this was the wild thing about it, 
it soon became as a slogan … It 
was suitable, because it was like 
the history of the crisis situation 
that the banking business was in. 
We had to establish a brand new 
bank, and these people had been 
in very wretched situation for 5 
years and not knowing whether or 
not the activity here will go on, or 
how it will go on. It was excellent in 
this situation that the whole gang, 
who were all there on the 
mountainside and everyone will be 
supported, and we put even better 
equipments in the backpacks and 
then … that everyone had their 
hands firmly on the rope, no-one 
will fall. Instead, they are hankering 
to ascend up there, to sunnier 
meadows” (S2, Chief executive 
officer) 
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We apply actant analysis by modelling The 
mountain story from two directions. First, we 
posit the story itself as the subject actant 
with the aim of examining the descriptive, 
prescriptive and ethical utterances that the 
story contains. Second, we model the story 
from the point of view of the listeners by 
positing the personnel as the subject actant. 
Here we also utilize the second level of the 
data, i.e. the text surrounding the embedded 
story. The purpose of this modelling is also 
to examine the elements which would 
motivate action. Model 1 illustrates the 
actant setting in The mountain. For every 
actant an interpretation of the metaphor is 
given. 
 
 
 
Model 1 
 
The mountain appears as the central 
metaphor and its purpose is to define the 
state of affairs which is present in the story. 
The mountain signifies the situation of the 
bank in the context of the banking crisis 
prevailing at the time in Finland. 
Furthermore, the definition of the state of 
affairs appears as the object actant: the 
bank is in economic crisis. The definition 
focuses on the inner situation of the bank, 
and it is directed towards the personnel of 
the bank. The Sender is the economic crisis 
of the banking business in Finland in 
general. It initiates the action, which is 
improvement in the economic status of the 
bank. The top of the mountain represents 
the better future of the bank, and is the 
Receiver. The meaning of the top is dual. 
There are two symbols of a better future: to 
reach the summit is to reach sunlight (away 
from darkness) and warmth (away from 
chilliness). The direction of the proposed 
action is uphill and the task of the personnel 
is to climb the mountain. Solidarity, 
represented by the rope, is an important 
element of the metaphorical climb and thus 
it is the Helper. The steepness of the 
mountain, defined as the Villain, illustrates 
the hardship caused by the economic crisis 
and the problematic situation of the bank.  
  The mountain metaphor itself is the 
descriptive element of the story. It defines 
the state of affairs in relation to space and 
time. It organizes the imaginary space such 
that it also manifests the system of power 
implied in the metaphor. In the foucaultian 
(1980 [1975]) sense the mountain metaphor 
sets limits on the zone in which the 
disciplinary power of the organization is 
effective, and on the actors in the zone. 
Here the space occupied by the personnel 
is limited to the mountainside, which 
represents the inside of organization. In this 
definition the personnel are seen as striving 
towards a common goal as a group, not as 
individuals. Thus, it is not only a matter of 
confining the personnel within their 
organization, but also assigning them the 
same and shared task. By this way the 
mountain metaphor limits the personnel’s 
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field of action, orders the direction of the 
action and tries to forestall the possibility of 
deviant action. The rope as a metaphor of 
solidarity is of special interest. It links the 
personnel spatially and excludes 
nonconformists. The rope has also 
prescriptive feature: those who do not tie 
themselves to the rope, will fall. Hence, one 
must tie oneself to the rope and commit 
oneself to the goal of organization to avoid 
losing one’s job.  
  The temporal organization of the 
mountain metaphor connects the past, the 
present and the future such that they form a 
temporal structure, which is typical of stories 
in general (cf. Foucault 1980 [1975]; 
Rimmon-Kenan 1991). The past has 
brought the present (climbing up the 
mountainside), and the present is a moment 
which has to be left behind to reach the 
future (to the sunlit, warm mountain top). In 
this way the mountain metaphor becomes a 
story composed of a certain sequence of 
events, and in which the present is a 
propositional event for a bright future. The 
expectation of the future can also be 
considered as motivating element in The 
mountain.  
  The spatial and temporal 
organization of the mountain metaphor 
illustrates how disciplinary power intrudes 
discursively into the reality of the 
organization and engages with the 
processes of defining states of affairs. 
Similarly, a physical space may evoke 
power structures and positions by assigning 
people different positions (Foucault 1980 
[1975]), the metaphor organizes the 
personnel of organization in a fictitious 
space. It limits the sphere of action to 
climbing up the mountainside and 
simultaneously intensifies and rationalizes 
the organization. The temporal structure 
also compresses time and makes it 
unidirectional.  
  After analysing the description of 
the state of affairs, how then do we proceed 
to analyse the prescriptive elements of a 
story? In constructing the actant model 
(Model 1) attention needs to be paid to the 
relation between the Subject and Object in 
accordance with the modality of that 
relation. Modality refers to a mode of action, 
e.g. something might happen accidentally, 
because of necessity, compulsion, 
obligation, responsibility, habit or will. In The 
mountain, the modality of the action is 
necessity, because coping with the banking 
crisis, i.e. climbing to the top of the 
mountain, is presented as the only way to 
survive. The other modality which the story 
implies is the will of the personnel to climb 
up. Thus, the target of the story is a 
redefinition of the state of affairs in the 
following way: personnel must want to climb 
the mountain. Moreover, the contextual text 
surrounding the story presupposes that the 
bank will overcome the crisis, which in turn 
motivates the will.  
  The listeners, the bank’s 
personnel, are positioned as the subject 
actant in the second modelling of the 
mountain story (Model 2). This modelling is 
mainly based on the second level of the 
interview extract, which is the contextual 
text. 
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Model 2 
 
 
As climbing the mountainside represents the 
banking crisis and the problematic economic 
situation of the bank to the bank management, 
it represents the threat of losing their jobs for 
the personnel. The threat appears in the 
contextual text in the third paragraph of the 
interview extract where the leader notes that 
the employees have worked five years in a 
situation of insecurity regarding the continuity 
of their jobs.  
  The change in the subject-object 
actant relation from necessity/will in the first 
model to necessity/compulsion in the second 
model is two-fold. First, the Sender and 
Receiver change between the models from 
general societal crisis to a concrete personal 
and individual threat. In the first model it is a 
matter of issues at the organizational level and 
in the second model of issues at the individual 
level. The principle that was articulated in the 
first model want to climb the mountain, is 
transformed into the form one have to climb 
the mountain.  
  Second, the modality of will consists 
of two subcategories: deliberate and non-
deliberated will (cf. Aristotle 1997). In the first 
model there is deliberate will the purpose of 
which is to lead the organization to survive the 
crisis. To some degree, at least, a systematic 
element is connected to the deliberate 
subcategory of will which the mountain 
metaphor implies. The composition of the 
mountain itself is a systematic effort to master 
the process. In contrast, the will assigned to 
personnel is not deliberated by this group of 
individuals. Instead, it is non-deliberated even, 
paradoxically, constrained from outside.  
  Finally, we would like to say few 
words about the sedimentation of stories in the 
organizational culture. Although our interview 
data do not allow us empirically to investigate 
the process of sedimentation, there are some 
hints in the contextual part of the interview 
extract which allow us to comment on the 
process. The narrator describes in the extract 
how his drawing of the mountain was put on 
the walls of all the organization’s units, visible 
to everyone. By displaying the drawing in 
public it became a collectively readable object 
which has the possibility of becoming 
institutionalized in the organizational culture. In 
this case, it is the public display of the story 
which the sedimentation process requires. 
Moreover, it means that the story transcends 
the spatial and temporal limitations of the 
original moment of its narration by being read 
by more people that the number of listeners in 
the original situation. It creates an 
organization-wide membership which no 
longer requires presence in the original 
situation.  
  We argued earlier that the possibility 
for the collective evaluation of stories is tied to 
their structural elements. In the case of the 
story analysed here, the metaphor of the 
mountain is the element which enables 
collective readability. Metaphors are 
collectively readable figures of speech and 
thus they mediate between situational and 
public understanding. Furthermore, collective 
or public readability enables the ethical 
evaluation and assessment of stories, i.e. 
meditation on how one should act in the light of 
the models of action they convey. It calls for an 
answer to the question: is the state of affairs 
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described by the story valuable enough to 
initiate the desired action? In the social sense 
it is a matter of the legitimating the story in the 
organization.  
 
Conclusions 
 
In this article, which focuses on the relation of 
stories and leadership, our main theoretical 
argument was that stories may have power to 
lead themselves, not the leaders who recount 
them. We justified the argument by elaborating 
the idea, which stems from the hermeneutics 
of Ricoeur (1991a & 1991b) and Gadamer 
(2004), that any text is completed in the act of 
reading. The meaning of a text is constructed 
through its interpretation in the moment of 
reception. Hence, this principle breaks the 
connection between narrator and listener such 
that a narrator can have no direct influence on 
her/his audience. Furthermore, we also 
favoured the concept of disciplinary power 
against the traditional one of sovereign power. 
In studying stories and storytelling, the concept 
of sovereign power is not applicable, because 
it requires that there exists at least a mild 
causal relation between an utterance and 
action. The causal argument that any story A is 
always followed by action B does not hold. 
Instead, we utilized the concept of disciplinary 
power, which focuses on the discursive 
practices through which power infiltrates the 
organizational culture. Our argument was that 
stories, as participants in organizational 
discursive practices, also construct the 
meaning-mediated organizational reality which 
defines the desired action in the organization.  
  In the empirical analysis we 
concentrated on the descriptive, prescriptive 
and ethical elements of a specific story, The 
mountain. Our aim was to show how these 
elements produce conceptions about the state 
of affairs and may motivate action without a 
leader issues commands. The mountain 
depicted and defined metaphorically the 
current state of affairs of the bank 
organization, and the limits of possible and 
desired actions. The metaphor of the mountain 
was the main linguistic figure which mediated 
between the story and its audience. It enabled 
the descriptions, prescriptions and ethical 
principles of the story to be read. There were 
also other metaphors in which various 
elements were embedded. The rope 
symbolized the solidarity of the personnel, the 
backpack illustrated the competences of 
personnel, and the steepness of the mountain 
represented the economic crisis that the bank 
was trying to avoid. All of these metaphors 
mediate meanings regardless of the intention 
of narrator.  
  It may be reasonably asked whether, 
despite our claim that it is the story which 
leads, that is it not still the case that the story 
has been told by a leader and thus the teller-
leader is still leading? We would reply that we 
do not exclude the role of the narrator 
completely. It is true that someone tells a story, 
but the impressiveness of the story 
nevertheless lies in the text. It is the story that 
the listeners are interpreting, not the intentions 
of the narrator. The descriptions, prescriptions 
and ethical principles inherent in a story 
endure beyond the moment of narration.  
  We offer some ideas for further 
research into stories and leadership. Because 
here we were unable to answer the problems 
of how the stories are received, the empirical 
data should be expanded to cover the listeners 
as well, i.e. personnel. This would open the 
way to elaborating on the more specific role of 
the stories from the standpoint of disciplinary 
power. It would also enable more detailed 
examination of the sedimentation process and 
thus the relation between discourse, stories 
and the organizational culture.  
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ABSTRACT 
 
 The advent of globalization has resulted in extensive global economic opportunities for 
many countries around the world. Most countries, fueled by the desire for survival and the 
spectacle of historical excess, accept various plans, programs and agreements available for 
trade and economic improvement. The cycle of working through the same processes of signing 
agreements and paying back loans continues for developing countries, such as the countries 
making up the Caribbean Community and Common Market (CARICOM), even as their 
economic situation remains the same or hardly improves. Since the objective is survival, the 
outcomes indicate a need for evaluation of the benefits and consequences of this excess 
history. This article presents the struggle for survival experienced by the countries making up 
the Caribbean Community and Common Market (CARICOM). Through an analysis of historical 
excess we present the impact of the assistance on the struggle of CARICOM countries to 
survive. Nietzsche’s critical species of history is used to re-situate and re-story the history of 
survival for these countries.  
 
Excess of history; critical history; spectacle 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The advent of globalization has resulted in 
extensive global economic opportunities for 
many countries around the world through 
expanding market opportunities (National 
Research Council, 1992; Thomas, 
Olowokere & Thomas, 2007). In the struggle 
for survival countries begin to act almost like 
business entities; analyzing the markets, 
domestic and international, for opportunities 
and evaluating their competition. Like 
business entities, there is intense rivalry 
when many countries seek to take 
advantage of the same or similar market 
opportunities; status, position and power 
prevail in a spectacular display - spectacle 
(Boje, 2001a; Boje 2001b; Boje, Rosile, 
Durant & Luhman, 2004). As a result many 
countries find themselves in positions where 
they must accept plans and agreements 
which do not effectively address the need to 
reduce or eliminate the problems they face; 
in many cases these create additional 
problems or worsen existing problems 
(ECLAC, 2005; Edwards, 2006).  In this 
respect, developing countries1, such as the 
countries making up the Caribbean 
Community and Common Market 
(CARICOM)2, have over the years 
consistently played to the tune of the 
developed countries3; utilizing the 
provisions made available to them by 
                                                          
1 Developing countries in this context refer to 
countries unable to provide their citizens with a 
reasonable standard of living; have a low industrial 
base and low per capita income.  
2 CARICOM countries include: Antigua and 
Barbuda, Barbados, Belize, Commonwealth of 
Dominica, Grenada, Guyana, Jamaica, Montserrat, 
St. Lucia, St Kitts and Nevis, St Vincent and the 
Grenadines, and Trinidad & Tobago. 
3 Developed countries refer to countries with self-
sustaining economies and the ability to provide 
citizens with a high standard of living. 
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developed countries through trade and 
lending organizations. Most countries, fueled 
by the desire for survival and the spectacle 
of historical excess, accept various plans, 
programs and agreements available for 
trade and economic improvement. The 
cycle of working through the same 
processes of signing agreements and 
paying back loans continues for developing 
countries, such as the countries making up 
the Caribbean Community and Common 
Market (CARICOM), even as their economic 
situation remains the same or hardly 
improves. 
 The aim of this discussion is to 
present the struggle for survival 
experienced by the countries making up the 
Caribbean Community and Common Market 
(CARICOM). Since the objective of offering 
and accepting assistance is based on a 
need to survive, outcomes must be 
evaluated to assess the value of this history. 
Through an analysis of historical excess we 
present the impact of excess on the struggle 
of CARICOM countries to survive and utilize 
Nietzsche’s critical species of history 
(Nietzsche, 1967) to re-situate and re-story 
the history of survival for these countries.  
 
EXCESS OF HISTORY 
 
Nietzsche’s explorations of history and its 
relationship with humans and everyday life 
focused on three forms of history 
monumental, antiquarian and critical history 
(summary: see Table 1). As Nietzsche 
made sense of human life and its history he 
identified these forms in various ways. 
Monumental history for Nietzsche focused 
on the progress of life. In its form, 
monumental history revolves around 
progress or greatness from the past 
(Nietzsche, 1967). In its excessive form 
however, that history does not emerge as 
the need to progress or achieve greatness 
at present suffocates past progress and 
greatness. As a result this excess 
overpowers the need for reason or rational 
thought resulting in apathy and indifference. 
Antiquarian history for Nietzsche 
(Nietzsche, 1967) is that form of history 
which is held in reverence by society. 
Antiquarian history, for any society, is the 
old, traditional history which society 
appreciates and identifies as the basis for 
its life; its foundation. In its excessive form, 
antiquarian history places such excessive 
importance on the old/traditional way of life 
that little regard is given to the present and 
future. The revered becomes excessive and 
leaves little room for analysis of the 
old/traditional history within the history of 
the present and future. Nietzsche’s last form 
of history, critical history, is evaluative. 
Critical history is focused on history that 
highlights and addresses oppression 
(Nietzsche, 1967). Critical history evaluates 
by passing judgment; exposing the wrong in 
an effort to make the real issues identifiable. 
In its excessive form, critical history can 
serve as a two-edged sword; slicing through 
the wrong in such a way that the real value 
of such history is smothered.
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Table 1: Nietzsche’s Species of History 
 
 
 
Monumental History 
 
Antiquarian History 
 
Critical History 
 
Basis/Focu
s 
Progress of life. Reverential view of the 
old/traditional history. 
Oppression. 
Effect Need to progress; to 
become great or improve 
life for self and others. 
Need to hold on to the 
old/traditional history. 
Passes judgment and 
exposes wrong to make 
real value identifiable. 
Impact of 
Excess 
The need to progress 
overpowers need for 
reason or for rational 
thought; resulting attitudes: 
apathy & indifference. 
Suffocates progress or 
greatness from the past. 
Reverential view 
supersedes and 
prevents 
acknowledgement of 
present and future 
history and attempts to 
analyze the old within 
realm of present and 
past. 
Like a two-edged sword; 
exposes wrong but 
smothers what is of real 
value; what is important. 
 
Adapted from “The Will to Power,” Nietzsche, F. (1967).  
 
For Nietzsche the human focus on what has 
been done is so dominant that we somehow 
almost unconsciously ignore and resist 
opportunities to improve or change our 
situation; a tendency to hold on to history so 
tightly that it becomes excessive. It is this 
unyielding hold on history, our attempts to 
make sense of history in such a way that 
the history becomes past, present and 
future, that transforms history into an 
excessive form.  
In presenting a critical history 
perspective of Walt Disney, Ray Kroc, and 
Sam Walton as CEOs of Disney, 
McDonald’s and Wal-Mart respectively Boje 
(2007) summarizes Nietzsche’s three forms 
of history and focuses on the critical form to 
highlight historical excesses. The spectacle 
of excess is used to present the critical 
history perspective as Boje (2007) 
addresses the aspect of critical history that 
focuses on the relationship between what 
has always been done (the 
old/past/traditional) and what is observed 
(seen/noticed) and the expected reaction 
(awe and reverence) to what has gone 
before (Boje, 2007). Thus Boje advocates 
and supports a movement away from the 
excessive need to revere the old to the 
extent that it paralyzes rational thought and 
realism in critical history. A critical history 
provides the best method of evaluating, 
critiquing and analyzing history so that 
change becomes valued and is embraced 
and the hidden value, the real value, of the 
history which is shrouded by spectacle is 
exposed (Boje, 2001a; Boje 2001b; Boje, 
2007).  
 In their quest for survival CARICOM 
countries by their passive acceptance of the 
way it has always been done have 
embraced and forged a history that is 
excessive. In this article we utilize the same 
method supported by Boje (2007), 
Nietzsche’s critical species of history, to 
analyze the history of the survival of 
CARICOM countries within the historical 
context of assistance provided by 
developed countries through organizational 
helpers.  
 
THE HISTORY OF SURVIVAL OF 
CARICOM COUNTRIES 
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Globalization has enabled 
CARICOM countries to utilize varying 
approaches in attempts to survive 
independently and collectively. Success as 
a global player, however, is dependent on 
the resources (quality and quantity) a 
country has and the power, status and 
position it holds as it endeavors to provide a 
reasonable standard of living for its citizens. 
Alternately, sustainability of any country’s 
economy is driven by the quality and 
quantity of its natural resources and 
availability and feasibility of utilizing these 
resources effectively and efficiently. This is 
not an easy feat for CARICOM countries. 
Collectively CARICOM countries possess a 
variety of natural resources; natural 
resources include timber, forests, 
petroleum, natural gas, arable land, 
cropland, mineral springs, fish, tropical fruit, 
deep water harbors, asphalt, minerals, 
beaches, bauxite, gypsum, limestone, gold, 
diamonds, shrimp, hydropower, and 
geothermal potential (CIA-The World 
Factbook; HRW World Atlas). However, 
budgets for many of these countries range 
from about 80 million dollars (for CARICOM 
countries with smaller economies) to just 
under 10 billion (for CARICOM countries 
with larger economies); external debt is 
unusually high (ECLAC, 2005; Edwards, 
2006). When compared with developed 
countries CARICOM countries rank low on 
these characteristics. Developed countries 
are therefore in an excellent position to 
assist these developing countries. With 
relatively small budgets and a need to make 
effective and efficient use of their resources, 
CARICOM countries find themselves in 
economic situations where assistance from 
developed countries through trade and 
financial support seems to be the only 
approach to support effective and efficient 
use of their resources in order to sustain 
their economies.  
To assist these countries developed 
countries channel aid through various 
organizations and agencies. This is crucial 
since history indicates that a variety of 
issues make it difficult to ensure that aid 
reaches the individuals or groups who 
require it and is used for the purposes for 
which it has been provided. Issues include 
political climate, government and trade 
constraints, and corrupt practices. The 
established organizations or agencies, 
organizational helpers, are well placed to 
arrange for selection and finalization of 
agreements and distribution of aid packages 
within a forum and through a reliable 
network that supports fairness, honesty and 
best results.  
We present an analysis of the 
organizational assistance provided by 
developed countries to developing countries 
and the subsequent impact of historical 
excess on their struggle to survive. To 
explore their historical attempts to survive 
we re-story (Boje, 2007; Nietzsche, 1967) 
the history. We identify historical excess 
through exploration of organizational 
helpers and their actions on behalf of these 
developing countries. We use Nietzsche’s 
critical species of history (Nietzsche, 1967) 
to replace the heroic stance of 
organizational helpers with the catastrophic 
plight of developing countries.  An 
assessment of this history provides the 
foundation for re-situating /re-storying of the 
plight of CARICOM countries. Our purpose 
is two-fold; to present a critical analysis of 
the historical excess so that the history is 
resituated and the excessiveness removed. 
Our exploration is based on our 
observations and experiences as Caribbean 
nationals and the facts and figures 
presented in historical archives.  
 
HISTORICAL EXCESS: 
ORGANIZATIONAL HELPERS AND 
CARICOM 
COUNTRIES 
 
 Two organizations established for 
this purpose are the World Trade 
Organization (WTO)1 and the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF). As primary 
organizational helpers for CARICOM 
countries, these two trade and lending 
                                                          
1 The General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade 
(GATT) is predecessor to the WTO. 
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organizations have spearheaded assistance 
efforts and have been in the forefront in 
assisting developing countries. The WTO is 
a trade organization. Its mission is to 
oversee trade relations between member 
countries to ensure that there is a balance 
of trade opportunities for member countries. 
(World Trade Organization-1; World Trade 
Organization-2). To fulfill its mission the 
WTO operates by providing the structure 
and forum within which trade agreements 
can be discussed, formulated, negotiated 
and finalized. The primary function of the 
IMF is oversight of the global financial 
system. In this capacity the IMF offers 
financial assistance and technical advice 
and assistance to member countries 
regarding financial policy. A major goal is to 
encourage members to invest and trade 
globally; providing a level playing field for 
members as they engage in global 
investment and trade (International 
Monetary Fund). Based on such a 
noteworthy charge, it is very reasonable to 
believe that these organizations should be 
able to accomplish the goals and objectives 
outlined for them and the countries they 
serve. 
 Assistance to CARICOM countries 
usually takes the form of trade opportunities 
through the WTO and loans, technical 
assistance and fiscal policy through the 
IMF. In all cases where these have been 
provided to CARICOM countries it is evident 
that needs were met and relief was 
provided. The major issue with assistance 
for CARICOM countries lies in the 
immediate, short-term nature of the benefit 
or relief provided. To accept assistance 
through these organizations agreements 
have to be discussed, formulated, 
negotiated and finalized.  Agreements will 
list stipulations which usually include, but 
are not limited to, loans (loan repayments 
with interest and maturity dates); and trade 
(arrangements which specify import and 
export privileges). In many cases, it is the 
effects of these long term stipulations which 
result in adverse effects and additional 
difficulty for these countries as they attempt 
to survive. This also indicates failed 
attempts by the WTO and the IMF to 
accomplish their mission.  
 Using a critical history perspective 
we present examples to highlight the 
oppression beneath the spectacle and 
heroism presented in historical archives. 
Our examples include the history of the 
WTO, LOME IV and the African, Caribbean 
and Pacific (ACP) countries, and the IMF 
and the countries of Jamaica and Dominica. 
  
The WTO, LOME IV and the African, 
Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) Countries 
 
 The spectacle and heroism of the 
WTO is evident in its ability to assist 
countries with additional opportunities for 
trade with other member countries. In all its 
endeavors the WTO is heralded as an 
organization supporting and providing 
opportunities for fair trade for its members 
(Understanding the WTO - The 
Organization: Least Developed Countries). 
There is spectacle in its identifier, the 
acronym, WTO, since varied feelings can be 
associated with the acronym. For the 
audience whose world view is based on the 
history presented via various media 
(spectacle), the association is pleasant; 
heroic. On the other hand, for the few 
whose world view is based both on the 
history presented via various media and 
their experiences the association is primarily 
unpleasant; unfair and oppressive. The 
widely held, conspicuous world view of the 
WTO is heroic and blinds the seemingly 
inconspicuous, yet very much evident, 
unfair and oppressive world view. Spectacle 
prevails as rules for trade between countries 
are established. The more affluent countries 
(developed countries) take center stage 
fighting, not for the developing countries, 
but for multinational companies whose 
interest they serve. As the spectacle unfolds 
and rules and regulations are finalized, 
developing countries are unable to do much 
more than accept assistance regardless of 
the substance of the terms and agreements.  
 As the blinders of spectacle are 
removed the reality of the effects of clauses 
and terms inserted into agreements and 
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their import is clearly seen. When clearly 
analyzed and evaluated over time these 
clauses and terms do no more than ensure 
that the economic plight of these countries 
remain the same and forces continued 
reliance on developed countries and the 
WTO for economic survival. Based on 
established terms the poorer countries 
usually find themselves in positions where, 
based on the terms set in agreements, they 
have agreed to purchase products from 
developed countries which they are able to 
produce themselves. As the countries 
assess their capabilities they realize that 
they are able to produce the same product 
(or alternatives) and in sufficient amounts 
for their own use and at a lower price than 
the imported product. The result is 
increased import costs (higher cash outflow) 
with decreased export quotas and revenue 
(lower cash inflow) and increasing trade 
deficits; the fiscal situation deteriorates.   
 One clear example is the 
arrangements made through LOME IV and 
the African, Caribbean and Pacific 
countries. Under LOME IV (The Revised 
LOME IV convention) the African, 
Caribbean and Pacific (ACP) countries 
received preferential treatment for sale of 
their bananas on the European Union 
market. Experience indicated that financial 
aid provided to these countries very rarely 
filtered down to the masses. Recognizing 
that providing financial aid was not the best 
solution to decreasing poverty in these 
countries the intent of the Europeans 
through LOME IV was to make their aid 
distribution methods more practical and 
provide an aid package which would 
increase the possibility that all citizens of 
these countries would reap benefits.  
With support from multinational 
corporations, such as Chiquita and Dole, 
the U.S. government challenged the LOME 
IV agreement stating that it went against 
WTO rules and provided an unfair 
advantage to certain countries. It is worthy 
to note that (1) the LOME 1V agreement 
was not only a trade agreement; it was a 
form of economic aid to the ACP countries 
and (2) the U.S. is not a producer of 
bananas and should not have challenged 
the banana regime. However the move was 
primarily a service to multinational 
corporations who recognized that gaining 
market share in Europe would be a great 
financial advantage; bananas are more 
expensive in Europe. Both Chiquita and 
Dole also already dominated the U.S. and 
Canadian markets. It was evident that they 
could gain competitive advantage very 
easily upon entry into the European market 
if the preferential treatment provided to the 
ACP countries was lifted. Then the ACP 
countries would have to openly compete 
with them for their share of the European 
market without assistance from the 
Europeans. The challenge resulted in a 
removal of the preferential treatment clause 
in the agreement; the status, position, and 
power of the U.S. triumphed over the ACP 
countries’ need for the preferential 
treatment. The impact from the excess of 
wealth which was demonstrated by the 
power exerted and the use of status and 
position by a developed country, the U.S., 
was devastating. The adverse effect on the 
banana industry of these countries created 
hardships which filtered down into their 
economies thereby severely affecting the 
fiscal conditions of these countries.  
For the CARICOM countries, already 
listed within the ACP group, the impact is 
seen in all economies. As economic growth 
stalls drastic measures, such as lay-offs, 
salary freezes and cuts, and the freeze on 
social and developmental projects have to 
be taken in order to steer these countries 
back onto a survival path.  In spite of these 
measures, many of these countries, 
especially the smaller countries, are 
experiencing very little or no economic 
growth. For the WTO this does not 
exemplify free trade nor does it support fair 
trade which should benefit all its members; 
developed and developing countries.  
 Analysis of the foregoing provides 
insight into a better approach to the 
situation faced by these countries. A more 
prudent approach would be one based on 
lessening the adverse economic effects on 
the countries. To demonstrate their 
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objectives as an organization, the WTO 
should evaluate the effects of decisions 
being made.  The results of evaluations 
would then provide the informed base or 
foundation for initiating and implementing 
aid decisions. Any technical expertise 
needed to ensure stakeholders are able to 
implement plans and programs would be 
identified and utilized to strengthen the 
foundation for better and sustainable 
economic development.  
 Such an approach would focus on 
providing countries with sufficient time to 
diversify their economies; a holistic 
approach. Countries would, in the interim, 
work at improving other sectors of the 
economy such as financial, tourism 
(preferably eco-tourism) and small scale 
manufacturing using locally available raw 
materials. Benchmarks would provide 
oversight needed to ensure effective and 
smooth transitioning during the working 
period. The primary goal would be to ensure 
the countries are making the necessary 
progress to attain the goal of sustainable 
economic development and diversification.  
 Through this approach the countries 
would have been encouraged to use history 
to restory their situation rather than to cling 
to this history; creating an excess of this 
history by hanging onto / revering what has 
always been instead of looking for other 
ways to restory the history to their future 
benefit.  With a holistic approach, results 
could have included initiatives by these 
countries to reduce the negative impact of 
the decisions taken. The following are 
options that could have been analyzed. 
(1) Modernization of key sectors in the 
economic (financial sector) to pass 
laws to prevent fraud in the banking 
system and then aggressively 
market themselves as offshore 
banking sites/keeping  taxes low. 
(2) Development of an aggressive 
market which allows for creating a 
unique tourism product such as eco-
tourism, medical-tourism (medical) 
or health and wellness tourism; very 
different from the traditional tourism 
product.  
(3) Small scale manufacturing industries 
designed for local consumption and 
export of organic farm products 
(agro-industries, clothing, and 
mining). These countries would have 
to seek out and identify niche 
markets. 
(4) Diversification of agricultural sector 
from bananas to include crops which 
will be sold on local and regional 
markets, include organic farming 
and non- traditional crops (flowers) 
while encouraging restaurant 
hoteliers and others to buy local 
agricultural produce. 
 
The IMF and CARICOM Countries 
 
 The rationale for the establishment 
of the IMF as an organization is spectacle. 
Established as an organization with the 
stated purpose of assisting with the 
rebuilding of the economies of European 
countries after World War II, the IMF later 
expanded its work to include assisting other 
countries with financial difficulties. With a 
focus on restructuring and stabilizing the 
fiscal situations of countries around the 
globe (International Monetary Fund) the 
success of the IMF is based on the success 
of the policies used in helping the countries 
it assists. Like the WTO, the success of the 
IMF in providing assistance to countries to 
rebuild their economies, has been 
presented numerous times expanding 
spectacle and presenting a heroic 
appearance as a world view. As a result 
feelings associated with the acronym, IMF, 
differ. For the audience whose world view is 
based on the history presented via various 
media (spectacle) the acronym, IMF, 
evokes feelings of appreciation and 
heroism. The audience whose world view is 
based both on the history presented via 
various media and their experiences 
associate feelings of disappointment, 
distaste and oppression with the acronym, 
IMF.  
As the blinders of spectacle lift 
analysis of the economic situation of the 
countries indicate failure of the IMF to 
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deliver policies that are effective in assisting 
with the restructuring and stabilizing of fiscal 
conditions in the countries they assist. In its 
role as mentor for countries the IMF 
includes in its policies specific details and 
directions on how money provided should 
be spent. CARICOM countries mentioned in 
this article are more vulnerable to the 
stringent policies because of their unique 
circumstances. These circumstances are 
very rarely taken into account when policies 
to assist them are formulated (2007, 
October). Implementation of IMF policies 
which they must accept results in increased 
hardship for these countries and as a result 
a failure of IMF policies.  
One of the reasons for this failure is 
the lack of foresight and a resistance to 
change and restructuring by the IMF to 
accept change and the resulting challenges 
and realities of the new world conditions 
within which it operates (Bakker & Warjiyo, 
2008; ECLAC, 2005; 2007, June; Guha, 
2008; Wroughton, 2008). Another issue is 
the colonial attitude of the IMF. If the IMF is 
to perform effectively based on its mission 
that colonial attitude should change and the 
organization should restructure so as to 
adopt and maintain an attitude consistent 
with its stated goals and mission; an attitude 
of mutual respect and corporation with all 
the countries it provides assistance to 
(Bakker & Warjiyo, 2008; ECLAC, 2005; 
2007, June; Guha, 2008; Wroughton, 2008). 
Based on past experiences with the IMF 
and its policies many other countries are 
viewing the IMF as a last resort when 
exploring avenues for and accepting 
financial assistance. This should not be the 
case since the aim of IMF is to assist 
countries in global investment and trade and 
in providing a level playing field for all 
countries to exercise that opportunity. 
In an arrangement with Jamaica 
(one of the larger CARICOM countries) the 
IMF stipulated that the money provided was 
not to be used for salaries, building roads, 
and other government projects. However, 
the condition of the loan included an import 
stipulation that substantial amounts of 
agricultural products should be imported 
from the U.S. Ironically Jamaica produces 
most of the products listed and actually 
needed access to a market in order to 
export the very products that the conditions 
of the loan identified under the import 
clause. Based on the countries’ situation the 
loan was accepted. An analysis and 
evaluation of the countries’ situation during 
implementation of the loan and its 
conditions indicated that substantial 
pressure was being placed on the country to 
purchase more and more products from the 
U.S. In contrast, there was no mention 
made or consideration given by the U.S. 
trade representative to purchasing 
Jamaica’s locally produced products for 
export to the U.S. 
 Dominica, one of the smaller 
CARICOM countries, has placed IMF on its 
list as a last resort when seeking and 
accepting assistance from organizations. In 
its dealings with the IMF in 2000-2001 the 
IMF made an assessment and 
recommended a plan of action for the 
Government. Part of that plan included the 
following: 
(1) A salary freeze for government 
workers 
(2) A 5% reduction in salaries 
(3) Lay-offs of temporary and 
permanent workers 
(4) Increases in the price of petroleum 
products and basic food items 
(5) Implementation of a value added tax 
(VAT) system which it was explained 
would be an effective method to 
distribute taxes more equitably. 
For Dominica, sustaining development 
within such a small economy is very 
challenging. The approach by the IMF was 
based on a one-size fit all method. For 
Dominica this could not work. With the IMF 
as the only last resort at a time when drastic 
situations called for drastic measures, the 
government accepted the loan and its 
conditions. The result was increased 
economic hardship.  
As the country’s economic situation 
deteriorated migration increased and a 
mass migration of citizens from the country 
took place and still continues today. The 
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major issue arising from such mass 
migration is the loss of citizens who are 
professionally trained and usually in their 
most productive years; those who are most 
willing and able to contribute to 
development of the country. Great-grand 
parents and grandparents are left behind as 
parents migrate to other Caribbean 
countries, the U.S. and Britain to eke out a 
better life for themselves; leaving the 
children to be cared for by the great-grand 
parents and grandparents.  
 Analysis by critical history enables 
us to suggest the following for re-storying 
the history of survival for CARICOM 
countries. We propose a re-situation of the 
approach to designing aid packages for 
these countries so that a greater population 
of the countries are positively affected.   
Traditional institutions such as the IMF and 
World Bank have continually provided 
financial support to developing countries. 
The aim is noble; to provide assistance to 
allow these countries to survive. However, 
much of this assistance goes directly to 
government. While governments are good 
at undertaking large scale infrastructural 
projects such as roads, schools, and 
buildings history indicates poor performance 
by many of these governments when the 
beneficiaries of the assistance are the poor 
and marginalized sectors of a population.  
 As part of the solution we are 
suggest the IMF and other institutions 
rethink some of their policies and develop a 
section which will provide funding to 
credible non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) which have the ability to reach 
marginalized sectors of the populace such 
as women, youth and citizens in rural parts 
of these countries. The funding could be in 
the form of very low interest loans or grants 
which the NGOs would provide to qualified 
participants as loans with favorable interest 
rates. Because these loans have to be paid 
back, the program would be sustainable, 
and would most likely not require constant 
funding from the organization. The projects 
funded would have to be sustainable 
projects which should provide employment, 
hence an income for the participant(s). This 
will most definitely improve the standard of 
living for the participant(s), the community 
and the whole country. This type of program 
provides people with the financial resources 
and responsibility for their economic well 
being, instead of depending on 
governmental programs which are 
sometimes inefficient and do not reach their 
intended participants. It is our opinion that a 
well thought and well administered program 
like this one has the potential to create 
opportunities for people who would 
otherwise have no other options. This idea 
is also supported by many others who 
suggest that it is through revision and 
restructuring of its approaches and policies 
for helping these countries that the IMF can 
ensure that its mission is adhered  to 
(Bakker & Warjiyo, 2008; ECLAC, 2005; 
2007, June; Guha, 2008; Wroughton, 2008). 
This restructuring process supports a focus 
away from historical excess, using the same 
plans to provide assistance to needy 
countries who blindly hold on to these 
regardless of the ill-effects to a history that 
is valuable in providing for sustainable 
economies and survival of CARICOM 
countries. By so doing, the IMF will 
efficiently, effectively, and successfully fulfill 
its objective of providing assistance for 
improved fiscal standing and leveling the 
trade and investment playing field for all its 
members.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
History in excess is rooted in 
unfairness and imbalances in the 
distribution of power, status and position 
such that one country sinks deeper and 
deeper into poverty while another or others 
with excess fill their coffers by reaping 
rewards based on the very excess that is 
presented in spectacle as assistance. 
Oppression results as the spectacle of 
power play unfolds on the world stage. This 
oppression is hidden because of the triumph 
of the powerful over the powerless. The real 
value of this critical history is evident only by 
exposing the wrong (Nietzsche, 1967). 
What is valuable in this critical history can 
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only be seen using a critical history 
perspective.  Nietzsche’s critical history 
perspective has provided a glimpse into the 
history of survival of CARICOM countries. 
This glimpse into the survival history of 
these countries has shown how much of the 
spectacle associated with providing aid to 
countries in need (opportunities for fair trade 
through the WTO or restructuring and 
stabilizing the fiscal situations of countries 
around the globe by the IMF) is filled with 
aspects of unfairness and oppression which 
are suppressed by the spectacle of giving 
and helping. There are no heroes in this 
story; unless they are the developing 
countries who at least exist based on a 
hope for improving their economy through 
other agencies or organizations. The 
stronger voices win out; because of excess 
and the advantages attributed to having 
excess. The history is in itself an excessive 
display, a spectacle, as the presentation is 
aimed at a showy display of heroism.  
Beneath the spectacle lies the other world 
view which is so visible when the blinders 
are lifted; albeit now and then.  Thus, 
spectacle prevails and history becomes 
excessive as the weaker voices are 
drowned out by the attention placed on who 
is helping and how with little or no focus on 
results and adjustments for change. A focus 
on historical sense-making provides another 
avenue for removing the excessive focus on 
this history. The objective is not to destroy 
past history, but to embrace the history as 
important for assessment of future actions. 
Re-storying of this history enables a use of 
history that highlights what is valuable in the 
history; assistance provided to CARICOM 
countries when needed through helper 
organizations. But essential in this re-
storying is the use of this history to improve 
the story; rewriting the script so that 
objectives are met. This is what would 
create the basis for sustainable economies 
for the CARICOM countries hence real 
survival opportunities for them. Accurate 
and realistic assessment is possible only if 
that history is not revered to such an 
excess, historical excess, such that 
appropriate and needed adjustments and 
actions are stifled.  
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Abstract 
Different frameworks guide our research. In this edition we are interested to see how 
the methodology of discourse analysis is useful for shaping policy in the context of 
refugees, and we have included work from a variety of researchers all of whom 
engage with discourses in the context of refugees. A sub-theme of this issue 
emanates from our collective experiences working in a broad range of disciplines, 
many of which have relied upon qualitative data collection and in turn the analysis of 
narrative. Narrative data and discourse analysis are two different, though inter-
related, approaches that are commonly used in the social sciences, but often they 
are either confused or have little or no impact at the policy level. While this paper 
focuses on the issue of discourse analysis, other papers within the issue concentrate 
on the use of narrative in constructing meaning and recording the experiences of 
refugees in Western nations. It is important that readers are aware of both discourse 
analysis and narrative in terms of refugee studies. 
 
Keywords: Discourse analysis; refugee studies; policy analysis; narrative and 
qualitative data. 
 
Introduction 
Discourse has a very wide reference 
within the social sciences. It has been 
used not only to describe very different 
types of research activities, but also 
very different kinds of data. Rather 
than canvass the broad ways that 
discourses are analyzed, we hope the 
inclusions we have in this edition 
demonstrate these in many ways for 
us.  Our aim here is to begin by 
exploring how this area has developed 
and the philosophy underpinning it, 
and how it can help us to understand 
the plight of refugees and therein 
create a platform of social change for 
social inclusion. We will need to 
examine some practicalities of 
conducting discourse analysis in the 
social sciences, focused on using it as 
a method of data collection and 
analysis. We will make our arguments 
about the potential for benefits and 
some of the cautions to conducting 
discursive  
 
 
 
research. We will introduce how the 
premise of discursive analysis relates 
to  
refugee studies in particular, as well 
as outlining the papers that make up 
this special issue and their 
contributions to the debates and 
questions outlined above. 
 
Discourse 
In this paper the first obvious 
questions are: what is discourse, and 
then, what do we mean by discourse 
from a research perspective? No one 
definition of discourse should be 
sufficient, and many researchers over 
the years have debated and proposed 
various common sense definitions. 
Often the question is better answered 
in concrete terms of what is discursive 
data? In the most open sense, 
discourse can include all forms of 
spoken interaction either formal or 
informal, and written texts of all kinds. 
So when we think about discourse 
analysis for refugee communities, 
what we are referring to is the analysis 
of representations of refugees or their 
plight which can be easily observed in 
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any number of forums: on the news on 
TV, in newspaper articles about these 
topics or graffiti on your bus stop on 
the way to University, in a journal 
paper and other print media, in 
scientific papers, letters, policy 
documents and political speeches, or 
in any other pre-existing texts, 
recorded meetings, or simply by 
talking to a friend about refugees, or 
even (inadvertently let’s say) listening 
in on the talk about refugees between 
strangers on a train. In each case, like 
it or not, you are ‘reading’ a discourse. 
These are naturally occurring 
materials and the advantage of using 
this form of data is that the researcher 
has little influence on the material, and 
from a discursive perspective it allows 
the researcher to select from the 
widest possible variations in accounts. 
Unobtrusive data, that which is found 
as naturally occurring in our social 
world through texts such as policy 
documents etc, are ideal for discursive 
analysis, and several authors in the 
present edition will show the power of 
analysing these. 
 
What is discourse analysis? 
Conversation analysts work with every 
speech act or utterance in any given 
sentence (see for example Antaki & 
Widdicombe, 1999; Hutchby & Woofitt, 
1998).  They use detailed techniques 
which are drawn from semiotics and 
Austin’s (1962) speech act theory to 
examine texts traditionally at the 
person to person conversational level, 
but these techniques have also been 
usefully applied to examine the many 
discourses that populate and in turn 
construct our society more generally. 
Thus they aim to identify, unpack or 
de-construct prevailing discourses of 
oppression in texts such as those 
written, spoken in cafés, the mediated 
texts of newsprint, on talk-back radio, 
in government policy, and our very 
own academic texts. All of the ‘umms’ 
and ‘ahhs’ in-between formalised 
utterances, such as words, often can 
tell us more than the actual words 
themselves.  For example, consider – 
this response to the question: Are you 
racist? “ahhh, ummm, well…yes, 
no…”, a curious response!  Or the 
famous insertion of a small ‘but’ in “I 
am not racist, but”. The ‘but’ means 
everything here. Conversation 
analysts don’t want to omit, or lose, 
any speech act; their analysis is of 
each and any verbalisation and they 
argue each has important meaning. 
Thus we can examine the details of 
any sentence or, we can look more 
broadly at the overall structure of a 
piece of text or whole text and observe 
how it/the author shifts from one point 
to another. This is where discourse 
and narrative analysis often converge 
as we analyze how each utterance of 
the discourse functions for each 
speaker in each conversational turn; 
we note how these form into a plot line 
or story. However, for many there is 
often a broader analysis not at each 
and every speech turn, but by isolating 
broader pieces of text at the level of a 
sentence, primarily two or more 
sentences in any one interaction; and 
coding those similar pieces together 
for analysis.  
 
Rather than search for textual themes 
per se, though this is fine, some 
identify the presence of structures in 
the text such as interpretative 
repertories (Potter & Wetherell, 1990; 
Edley, 2001); ideological dilemmas 
(Billig, 1985, 1987, 1991; Billig, 
Condor, Edwards, Gane, Middleton, & 
Radley, 1988); subject positions 
(Antaki, Condor & Levine), or 
rhetorical devices.  Guilfoyle & Walker 
(2000) in ‘Dividing Australia into One 
Nation” focused on showing for 
example how a series of ‘rhetorical 
devices’ were used by the speech 
writers of Australia’s short-lived One 
Nation Party leader Pauline Hanson. 
Often writers inserted ‘extreme case 
formulations’ (Pomerantz, 1986) to 
enter and debate some then politically 
and socially ‘taboo’ topics (Billig, 
1991).  
 
In her first parliamentary speech 
Pauline Hanson suggested that like 
‘millions of Australians’ she was ‘fed 
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up to her back teeth’ and feeling 
‘swamped’ by those who build 
‘ghettos’: 
 
Present governments are 
encouraging separatism in 
Australia by providing 
opportunities, land, moneys and 
facilities available only to 
Aborigines. Along with millions of 
Australians, I am fed up to the 
back teeth with the inequalities 
that are being promoted by the 
government and paid for by the 
taxpayer under the assumption 
that Aboriginals are the most 
disadvantaged people in 
Australia.  
 
I and most Australians want our 
immigration policy radically 
reviewed and that of 
multiculturalism abolished. I 
believe we are in danger of being 
swamped by Asians. ...They 
have their own culture and 
religion, form ghettos and do not 
assimilate. 
 
Another common rhetorical device 
used by Hanson’s writers was ‘three 
part listing’ (Antaki, 1994; Atkinson, 
1984) where subject categories such 
as ‘Aboriginals, multiculturalists and a 
host of other minority groups’ were 
effectively conjoined, to be divided 
from the mainstream moral majority, 
and thus made a legitimate target for 
political attack: 
 
a type of reverse racism is applied 
to mainstream Australians by those 
who promote political correctness 
and those who control the various 
taxpayer funded ‘industries’ that 
flourish in our society servicing 
Aboriginals, multiculturalists and a 
host of other minority groups. 
 
Further, her speech engaged in a 
‘stake confession’ (Potter, 1996), 
freely admitting she would be labeled 
as racist only, in order to denounce 
her discourse as racist and attempt to 
reconstruct what racism is: 
 
Of course, I will be called racist 
but, if I can invite whom I want into 
my home, then I should have the 
right to have a say in who comes 
into my country.  
 
As outlined above, the term discourse 
has many inflections; it ranges from 
broad sweeping arguments about how 
society is constructed, similar to those 
Foucault has provided, through to the 
examination of fragments of texts for 
their structure. At these extremes and 
all between, analyses of discourse aim 
to reveal ideological structures present 
within texts and, not only show the 
presence of these but show how they 
are made, presented, structured, 
communicated, perpetuated, and, not 
least, ‘managed’. If we are to be 
effective in analysing discourses to 
help shape policy for refugee 
communities, we need to take a 
further step, to not just reveal these 
texts and their structures, but do so to 
the point where we can also change 
them.  As analysts of discourse we 
might suggest the discourses should 
be deconstructed and then 
reconstructed or changed. One 
concern is, rarely does our analysis of 
discourse help us to construct that 
change - to take action, to act on the 
suggestions that are implicit in our 
analyses of discourse, and make 
change. This is the key reflective point 
for our edition, and we will return to it 
at the end of this paper, but for this we 
need to define more carefully what we 
mean by discourse and its analysis. 
 
The focus of discursive analysts is on 
how specific discourses function to 
actively and powerfully, as we have 
noted, constitute both the subjects and 
objects of our social world. These are 
our ways of understanding and 
categorising the world, ourselves and 
others, giving a meaning or an identity 
to them if you like, and this labeling 
can be seen as contingent upon the 
historically, culturally, and socially 
specific context of the individual, and 
the setting in which the interactions 
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occur, rather than being universal.  
Discourse analysis can therefore be 
understood as a way of examining 
people (our social world) in context by 
shifting the focus to the dynamic 
practices of social interaction. What 
constitutes the interactions between 
the discourse of refugee leaders and 
power laden policy makers for 
example? We ask how they speak to 
each other; in one to one interactions 
perhaps, at a meeting, or from afar via 
policy documents which refer to 
(construct) refugees. We shift to the 
very act of how any meanings 
(identities) are being created by us as 
humans, and in the case of refugees 
and policy-makers we ask how 
discourse analysis can be better 
constructed to inform policy and 
practice that is more inclusive and 
realistic of the refugee plight. 
 
To turn further into the focus of this 
edition, let’s take an example of what 
we mean by actively constituting the 
subjects/objects of our world. A 
refugee for example (in gross terms 
here, given the complexity of what is 
trauma) might complain of being 
traumatised. Discourse analysts will 
suggest that the definition of such 
seemingly passive and neutral, 
commonly accepted, terms as ‘health’ 
or ‘illness’ is not trivial.  For a start, 
using these helps us suggest who in 
our society is healthy or ill. These very 
terms are actively constructed 
discourses. It is those who have power 
(and not medical practitioners, but 
governments, media, radio shock 
jocks, those in the community who are 
not refugees but who accept the 
prevailing common sense of what is a 
refugee) who can arbitrate over 
whether a refugee is healthy or ill, and 
thus which treatment or services they 
should receive.  
 
For example, departments of health, 
under the previous Howard 
government (in power until 2007 in 
Australia), overlooked common 
definitions of illness, by incarcerating 
already ill (traumatised, grief stricken, 
disorientated) children into conditions 
which could only exacerbate their 
illnesses. What we saw within the 
Howard governments’ rhetorical and 
thus actual treatment of refugees is 
thus a clear illustration of what we call 
‘subject positioning’.  Refugees were 
positioned as subjects who were 
unlike us; criminals, illegal, queue 
jumpers, competitors for scarce 
resources, and so on, and these social 
constructions overrode any other 
social constructions such as - 
traumatised, grief stricken, 
disorientated. Once refugees were 
constructed in this way, certain actions 
were warranted over others – for 
example, imprisonment in reportedly 
horrific conditions. Would others who 
suffer trauma in ‘our’ community who 
are deemed ill be subject to these 
conditions?   By their positioning as 
‘outside’ of ‘us’ they were no longer 
subject to our accepted moral codes. 
This meant they were subject to 
treatments we would not apply to 
someone ‘like us’, in our in-group of 
good upstanding citizens, or even 
those of us whom had perhaps simply 
fallen on hard times. Typically, anyone 
who is ‘like us’, or is at least liked by 
us, reaps the benefit of our moral 
order, code or group norms, and 
would receive health care treatment 
which is accepted, such as removing 
them from any environment which 
negatively affects their health, or 
clearly exacerbates their illnesses.  
 
As illustrated in the example above, 
much of what discourse analysts 
frequently work with consists of 
naturally occurring materials. But 
another form of data arrives from 
interviews that the researcher has 
created through contact with 
informants, via semi-structured and 
unstructured or conversational 
interviews. The advantages of using 
an unstructured interview for data 
collection is that potentially longer 
accounts of issues can be produced, 
since the informants are basically in 
control of the direction the interview 
takes. This also enables the 
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researchers’ analysis of discursive 
patterns that may not have been 
created through a structured interview. 
For the semi-structured interviews the 
researcher is able to concentrate on a 
similar set of themes throughout data 
collection. This is advantageous when 
you have a number of informants and 
wish to address certain issues across 
all informants (for example if you want 
to see how they respond to the 
question “Are you racist?”). Unlike 
structured interviews, these themes do 
not need to be addressed in any 
specific order, and may often arise 
naturally during the course of the 
conversation. We do think researchers 
need to be careful about interview 
data and discursive analyses.  If using 
interviews, the way to do this is to 
describe your research purpose very 
carefully and outline what your 
interview questions are designed to 
do.  We will return to this point a little 
later once we know more about what 
discursive works tries to do. 
 
Research Aims  
The aim of research for refugees from 
a discursive perspective is to identify 
the way that we produce a particular 
reality for refugees at a particular time 
within a particular context. Discourse 
analysis places language as its topic 
of investigation rather than seeing it as 
a simple and passive medium. The 
best way to observe any discourse in 
use (and those of refugees are no 
different), therefore is to ask for 
what/whom does the discourse 
function. Discursive analysts are 
largely concerned with investigating 
and understanding how people utilise 
the available discourses within their 
cultural, social and political context to 
constitute, negotiate and interpret the 
world and themselves. It is a 
systematic study of the ways that 
people use the available discourses to 
guide their social actions during 
interactions in certain contexts. The 
focus also extends to examining the 
resulting social consequences from 
these interpretations. 
 
Research Questions  
Pulling both the critical and social 
constructionist perspectives together, 
basically our research questions for 
discourse analysis supporting refugee 
inclusion needs to give priority to 
discourse in any form (spoken or 
written), and then ask what it contains;  
how it is constructed, and then to 
suggest how both the content and how 
it is formed is related to function. That 
is, we try to link form and function to 
impact. The research questions that 
discourse analysts use and focus on 
are, then, broadly related to content, 
construction and function. For 
example, how is the discourse put 
together, and what is gained by 
constructing the issue, event, and/or 
subject in this way? How is the 
discourse being constructed and what 
has the speaker/writer (or, for 
example, graphic ‘artist’ if we are 
examining advertising on a bus 
shelter) achieved by constructing it 
that way? Another way to ask a 
research question is to ask what is at 
‘stake’ for the writer/speaker (see 
Guilfoyle & Walker, 2000)? How does 
it function for them? 
 
Here are some examples of research 
questions:  
  
1. How is the social category of 
refugee constructed by (insert any 
government policy/agency right 
here), and what are the 
institutional and identity 
consequences and implications of 
different formulations (adapted 
from the study of Reynolds & 
Wetherell, 2003).  
  
2. How are asylum seekers being 
constructed in the Australian 
print media, and what are the 
implications of these 
constructions and 
representations in relation to 
the ‘Tampa crisis’ and the 
‘children overboard incident’ 
(Saxton, 2003).  
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3. How do young women who have 
sought political refuge construct and 
negotiate their own and others’ 
subjectivities in the context of 
multicultural urban areas in Australia, 
and how are the intersection between 
subject positions and power relations 
of gender and ethnicity articulated in 
these young women’s talk about style 
and tastes in appearance (adapted 
from the study of Malson, Marshall, & 
Woollett, 2002). 
 
How Should Discourse Analysis 
Occur 
So how do we go about conducting 
discourse analysis? There is no set 
procedure for producing your analysis 
from an archive, interview or 
transcript. Although some researchers 
do offer some guidelines for 
conducting discourse analysis (see 
Wetherell, Taylor, & Yates, 2001) 
these guidelines are not considered 
absolute or fixed step by step 
instructions. The process is guided 
partly by what we are looking for, and 
this is, of course, guided by our own 
research questions.  
In general many look for things such 
as: What is being said?  This seems to 
be a relatively simple question. 
Researchers should ask questions of 
policy that appears detrimental to 
social inclusion and analyse this text 
to identify and problematise the 
complex issues within its discourse 
that need to be resolved. But what is 
being said is always contextual and 
connected, produced by whatever 
surrounds it.  Nothing is said without 
context. The question of what is said is 
more one of what context gave rise to 
it being said.  In looking at what is 
said, we interpret its historical and 
cultural specificity, and we make an 
analysis of how a text is not neutral 
but motivated, or generated by a 
certain author/context.  Guilfoyle (in 
press) argues that as soon as we link 
a text to its context, we can link it to 
effects.  Guilfoyle & Walker (2000) 
argued that whatever Pauline Hanson 
and, in quick step, John Howard said 
about refugees, the effect of this was, 
whether intended or not, greater social 
exclusion of refugee communities. The 
interesting thing was how easily a 
racist discourse flourished and how 
easily refugees became excluded. We 
were interested in what that said about 
the Australian social/cultural context at 
that time. 
 
Or we look for things such as: What 
are the issues being discussed? We 
don’t suggest avoidance of interview 
data, but caution that  it adds a layer 
of complexity to any discourse 
analysis. If we analyse interview data, 
then we analyse it along with what is 
said, we need to also analyse that in 
context of what was asked. Commonly 
the interview issues being discussed 
have been defined and set by 
research teams, policy-makers and 
funding bodies. Their key terms are 
used in semi-structured interviews and 
are used to prompt the participants. 
This occurs in interview based (indeed 
all) social research because the text is 
a co-construction between participant 
and researcher. Thus we need to 
analyse the influence of the 
researcher/s and their questions as 
much as the responses, and this can 
influence the issues. If we use 
naturally occurring data, the 
researchers influence is still there, but 
maybe not as strongly. 
 
There are also two ethical issues in 
analysing discourse in interviews of 
refugee communities. Firstly, related 
to the above discussion, when 
refugees are researched through 
‘interviews’ they may feel that certain 
issues are taboo, or that they should 
only discuss important issues within 
their family or cultural groups. The 
bottom line is that issues are usually 
predetermined and this in turn reflects 
on the power relations between 
refugees and their host nations. 
Refugees may believe that if they do 
raise new issues in research, then 
they will be penalised or ousted in 
some way. In many ways the analysis 
has to contend with a self presentation 
in that light.  
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From our experiences working with 
and studying refugees, we have 
learned that many, already fatigued in 
their battle for human rights, claim to 
be ‘over-researched; over-evaluated’ 
and yet their words, voices, needs and 
complaints are never heard. Often 
interview research on the other hand 
will richly and vividly capture personal 
storied experiences through 
Phenomenology or Narrative of 
asylum seekers. To fully understand 
the plight of asylum seekers, what it 
means to be seeking asylum; we must 
hear these stories. Ranges of 
narrative methodologies help collect 
these stories. Each depends on the 
historical (and epistemological) 
position of the research(er), and 
arrives powerfully from feminist writers 
and critical researchers, and a 
hermeneutics and interpretative 
phenomenology of ‘lived experience’. 
Both shape powerful interviewing 
techniques and rapport building, 
critically advocating participatory 
approaches, and journals are full of 
evidence that through these we collect 
and report stories of asylum seekers – 
powerfully. What separates narrative 
and discursive work often is the subtle 
shift to the study of the socially 
constructed nature of the narrative.  
This often leads to methodological 
choices. Often therefore we would not 
apply a discourse analysis to the 
‘narratives’ of refugee communities, 
since we can easily identify what is 
socially constructing their text - 
trauma, war, rape. Do we really need 
to indentify the stake confessions, 
three part listings, and extreme case 
formulations, of refugees’ speech in 
these cases?  However, we note the 
need to apply it to the ‘narratives' of 
policy per se, of policy makers, or of 
the media if we think they negatively 
construct refugee communities, as we 
do want to undermine those negative 
social constructions. The focus of 
discourse analysis should be less on 
personal narratives of the refugee 
communities, more on those of the 
host society/community, and the aim is 
to show whether the discourses of the 
host society (policy, media, and 
everyday speech) are welcoming / 
supportive, or whether their discourses 
exclude those welcoming / supporting 
structures. 
 
With this research focus in mind, we 
have suggested that often the best 
way to analyse discourse is more 
simply to use unobtrusive data or, if 
interview data, not that of refuges per 
se.  In these data we can observe just 
how naturally the mainstream authors 
of society draw on the mainstream 
culture’s very own already socially 
constructed stocks of social facts. By 
connecting their argument to 
prevailing ideas which have been 
already been produced and well 
reproduced, and accepted within 
society, the politicians or their policy 
writers – using the discursive 
repertoires (see Potter & Wetherell, 
1990) available within our 
communities - can claim that their 
policy, although harmful to refugees, is 
nevertheless necessary, hard to refute 
and, often, good old ‘commonsense’ 
and thus, valid. On one level we need 
to deny them that resource if the 
resource is being drawn upon to 
exclude refugees. Thus, as analysts 
we want to show just how policy 
makers can rhetorically use the 
prevailing commonsense of their 
community to their own political end. 
For example, here are some 
commonsense rhetorical phrases 
which, on their own are not noxious, 
but which have acted as repertoires 
for many in Australia, including policy 
makers, who want to argue refugees 
should be excluded: 
 
• You are your own worst 
enemy. 
• If you don’t want attention, you 
shouldn’t go about wearing 
things that will attract attention.  
• Nobody likes those who keep 
separating themselves from us, 
or don’t want to be like us. 
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• Nobody likes someone who is 
greedy or wants more than 
others. 
• It should be an even playing 
field. 
• You can’t change the past; or 
we can’t turn back time. 
• If one can do it why can’t all do 
it; if I can do it so can you. 
• If some can’t look after 
themselves why should we pay 
for that. 
• We can only do so much to 
help others; ultimately they 
have to want to help 
themselves. 
• Society is always advancing – 
if you don’t move with the 
times you will be left behind. 
• Fuck off, we’re full. 
 
A discursive analyst will also note any 
metaphors present in the text. For 
example, Guilfoyle (in press) shows 
how the discourse of assistance to 
Aboriginal people is metaphorically 
akin to helping a weak child that can’t 
help themselves or is sulking or 
spoiled. This in turn is framed within a 
psychodynamic discourse which has 
been a powerful modernist discourse 
pervading society, and functions to 
deny systematic structures of racism 
in our society. It works by identifying 
racism as a problem of the victim, not 
the society. In a ‘pseudo-Freudian’ 
discourse, Aboriginal people are often 
labeled in many popular discourses as 
‘repressed’, for example as harboring 
resentment for the past which 
prevents them moving on to being 
good citizens within our community. 
This discourse is a rhetorical one 
which functions rhetorically 
(intentionally or otherwise) to shift 
blame for the marginalities and 
impoverishment of Aboriginal people 
to themselves, ‘they’ simply need to 
get over it. This discourse then helps 
to ignore the wider social structures 
that marginalise and impoverish 
Aboriginal communities. Often 
discourses become socially 
constructed as common sense. 
Powerful super ordinate discourses 
such as the modernist discourses of 
cognitivism and individualism continue 
to operate within our communities and 
our western societies. Through these 
reified discourses it then makes sense 
that Aboriginal people should ‘just get 
on with it’, and this is supported by a 
host of common axioms such as  
‘every person is responsible for their 
own actions or plight’, ‘we can’t do it 
for you or hold your hand forever’, and 
so on. Once again, this may be true on 
some level, but it also ignores the fact 
that many people’s actions are 
constrained by their environment, 
history and contemporaneous 
situations which bind, restrict and 
affect them. 
 
In the Australian context, the 
assistance provided to 
Aboriginal people is commonly 
resented, just as is that for 
refugees. The question for us 
as analysts is to both observe 
the presence of discourses 
such as these and then 
examine how they are resolved, 
in discourses such as mediated 
texts, government policy and 
everyday speech. In these 
discourses at least the following 
emerged very strongly and 
Guilfoyle (in press) shows how 
the combined force of these 
discourses warrants 
conclusions such as:  
 
1. They are to blame for their own 
problems – they are causing 
the problems we can’t help 
them with that – the cause of 
prejudice. 
2. We can only offer conditional 
help:  help only if we control or 
design the help they can have 
to shape their behavior (to be 
more like us). 
3. We will include them as part of 
our moral code but only if they 
like act like us (some seem to 
be able to achieve that and can 
be included). If they are all like 
us then racism/prejudice is 
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removed. 
No one should have special treatment 
- giving people special treatment is 
causing a rift between people – the 
cause of racism. 
 
This edition 
This paper has provided a brief 
overview of the praxis of discursive 
analysis; how we think that in some 
ways it diverges from narrative data in 
social science and other research 
contexts; and suggested to 
practitioners and researchers some 
insights into the oft confused 
terminologies and methods associated 
with discourse analysis and narrative 
data. The papers following that make 
up this special issue expand on these 
overviews, analyses, insights and 
methods and provide the reader with a 
comprehensive set of manuscripts that 
cover many areas of conducting 
research among refugees and 
humanitarian groups using both 
discursive and narrative data. 
Hopkins, for example, provides an 
exploration of the use (and misuse) of 
narrative in feminist and refugee 
research. She outlines her personal 
journey into the use of narrative and 
highlights the ways in which narrative 
can be used to have an impact at the 
policy and practitioner levels. Guilfoyle 
suggests that many researchers who 
share the aim of helping refugees 
converge on a critique of modernism, 
and the only way to transform 
modernist policy into something 
postmodern is to form relationships 
with policy makers at the very local 
level.  Hancock, Cooper and Bahn 
also focus on the use of narrative, but 
do so from the perspective of an 
evaluation of a sports program 
designed to help refugees and 
humanitarian entrants integrate into 
society. They argue that the use of 
qualitative methods, and specifically 
narrative, were instrumental in 
evaluating a complex program, and in 
turn providing information to policy-
makers, stakeholders and researchers 
to better implement the project in the 
future and to inform similar projects in 
other settings. Northcote and Casimiro 
similarly provide a paper that is based 
on an evaluation of a sports program, 
but one designed specifically for 
Muslim women. Their paper goes 
further, arguing that the use of 
evidence-based research such as 
theirs should be better targeted at 
becoming research for policies rather 
research of policies.  
 
Hudson-Rodd’s paper takes an 
international approach, outlining how 
Australia has implemented laws and 
policies to defend the nation from 
asylum seekers and illegal immigrants. 
Her paper provides a broad overview 
of current international and national 
laws regarding refugees and highlights 
the discourse used to define refugees 
and in turn criminalise them as illegal 
immigrants, for example. Smits paper 
follows on from this by providing deep 
and meaningful insights into the terms 
used to describe asylum seekers 
attempting entry to Australia, and 
examines their experiences in 
detention centres from a discursive 
perspective. In her paper, Dandy 
focuses on the attitudes of the host 
community and provides a new way in 
which to conceptualise and analyse 
programs and polices that focus on 
refugees, and to help them integrate 
into host nations, but argues that 
similar policies and programs are 
required for the host communities as 
well, since they are ignored and their 
voices should have traction. Naidoo’s 
paper shows just how the lack of 
appropriate cultural awareness and 
diversity in Australia’s curriculum in 
essence further marginalises 
refugees, while Hannan, who also 
focuses on neo-liberalism in the 
education sector, argues that learning 
English as a second language is 
highly problematic and forces the 
children of refugees into a ‘no win’ 
situation, or limbo, where they are 
forced to be literate in English, but 
struggle with their native language at 
home. She argues that Australian 
policies do not recognise this problem 
and that refugees have little voice in 
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terms of addressing these policy 
issues. We hope you enjoy reading 
these discourses as much as we have 
enjoyed putting them together. 
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Abstract 
This paper contends that knowledge-making is a political act. In reflecting on the nature 
of personal narrative and its uses for refugee research, three insights emerge: first, just 
as the personal is political, so too, the political is personal; next, any storytelling is 
political in its attention to audience, and is inflected by the discourses available at the 
time; and finally, researchers must understand that if storying is to grapple with the 
richness and complexity of lived experience, it will probably be chaotic and messy, as 
well as clear and straightforward. Researchers wanting to investigate the sociology of 
refugee experiences might be well advised to ensure that the stories they gather from 
research participants are not too neat, too straightforward, too much reduced to bare 
essentials in their telling, lest the chance to allow the stories to become personally and 
politically resonant be lost. Further, researchers who are conscious of the political 
resonance of narrative are advised to ensure that they draw attention to the narrative 
element embedded in their research reports and papers by finding ways to communicate 
the narratives directly to the commissioning policy makers and politicians through verbal 
and pictorial seminar presentations, as well as through the reports themselves. These 
insights have implications for research processes (the gathering and analysis of data) 
and for the presentation and writing up of research documents.  
 
Keywords: personal narrative, storytelling, lived experience, knowledge-making 
 
Introduction 
This paper reflects on the politics of 
using personal narrative in undertaking 
refugee research. It seeks to move from 
a broad discussion of the politics of 
knowledge-making using narrative to a 
more specific discussion (no less 
political in nature) of methodological 
issues about gathering narratives, about 
interpreting them, and about writing 
them up into research documents.  In so 
doing, the paper inevitably reflects on 
the interaction of the personal and the 
political in the knowledge-making 
endeavour.  
 
The paper seeks to address the 
following questions: 
 
• What is narrative?  
• Why use narrative in refugee 
research? 
• What do we mean, methodologically, 
when we talk about using narrative 
in research? 
• What do we know about gathering 
stories, narratives, from research 
participants? 
• What do we know about the various 
ways of interpreting narratives, or of 
making sense of them?  
What do we know about presenting 
narrative information as part of a 
research report or research paper? 
  
What is narrative? 
At its most simple level, narrative means 
story-telling. Narrative scholar Susan 
Chase defines narrative as 
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“retrospective meaning-making” (2008, 
p. 64). 
 
 When I come to think of narrative I think 
of fiction, of novels, of stories. No doubt 
this reflects my academic background in 
literature and history. As a feminist 
scholar I have long been alerted to the 
politics of knowledge-making, and on 
reflection I see that it’s through fiction 
that I first began to understand some of 
the ways in which the personal is 
political. From Jane Austen I learned 
about interpersonal dynamics and the 
dangers of misusing power and 
authority to manipulate those who trust 
us; from D. H. Lawrence I learned about 
the politics of negotiating relationships 
across class boundaries; from Patrick 
White I learned about the also-story, the 
story that lurks beneath the words on 
the page, brutally disrupting the surface 
façade and demanding to be heard; and 
from Virginia Woolf, Doris Lessing, 
Simone de Beauvoir, May Sarton and a 
host of other feminist fiction writers I 
began to glimpse the lifeworlds of 
women intent on naming and resisting 
patriarchal oppressions and celebrating 
the immense pleasures of being a 
woman. The magic of fiction is that it 
can take us into spaces we have never 
inhabited. It can give us access to the 
most intimate, most deeply personal 
experiences of characters, and can 
illuminate, if only obliquely, the spaces 
where personal dramas intersect with 
the huge sweep of social, political and 
cultural circumstances in which they are 
played out.  And this, in my view, is one 
very good reason for using narrative in 
refugee research.   
 
Why use narrative in researching 
refugee issues?  
In considering the question of why we 
might use narrative in writing about and 
researching refugee experiences, it’s 
important to acknowledge the social and 
political context within which discussion 
and debate about refugee issues 
occurs. In Australia, policy debate 
occurs at the macro level. Policies are 
developed according to principles 
established by political parties and 
interest groups; governments are forced 
by political circumstances to make 
speedy decisions about how to respond 
to the plight of groups of fleeing 
refugees at times of crisis.  
 
Our recent practice of whisking away 
groups of newly arrived asylum seekers 
to languish in detention centres remote 
from all encounters with everyday 
Australian life has ensured that refugees 
remain in the public imagination 
grouped en masse, but out of sight, 
without individual identities. Media 
reports invariably focus on groups of 
refugees as potential invaders, rather 
than on individual stories of courage or 
torment. In such circumstances, in a 
country with a history of fearing or 
diminishing or obliterating those who are 
different, individual refugees become 
faceless, and refugees as a group 
become the Other, to be rejected and 
feared. The re-election of the Howard 
government in Australia in 2001 on the 
basis of what has been established as a 
deliberate demonising of asylum 
seekers through a calculated misreading 
of the event known as the Children 
Overboard Affair serves as shameful 
proof of anti-refugee hysteria, and 
remains, in my view, a national scandal 
(Marr & Wilkinson, 2003).  
 
Using narrative in research about 
refugee issues has the potential to 
intervene here. It rids us of anonymity. It 
brings life to the subject, and brings the 
subject to life. It becomes, if well used, a 
powerful political weapon in the name of 
human rights. It politicises the personal, 
and personalises the political. Research 
methodologist Norman Denzin (2008) 
argues that using narrative in research 
on behalf of vulnerable and 
disadvantaged groups can be explicitly 
subversive. In a discussion of research 
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and its potential to engender social 
change, Denzin argues that ”critical 
personal narratives are counter 
narratives that disrupt and disturb 
[dominant] discourse by exposing the 
complexities and contradictions that 
exist under official history” (2008, p. 
455). To underscore the ethical 
dimensions of such research, Denzin 
calls for a research model that makes 
the researcher accountable to the 
participants, rather than to an institution 
or discipline (2008).  
 
One of the most obvious responses to 
the question of why we would use 
narrative in research into refugee 
experiences for policy makers and 
politicians, then, is that narrative can 
humanise its subjects. It can provide 
direct insight into the ways a particular 
policy will play out in the lives of those it 
affects. It can illuminate a moment or an 
entire life just as fiction can, taking us 
into spaces we have never inhabited. 
Most importantly perhaps, narrative, 
through engaging our senses as well as 
our rational intellect, can provide the 
context within which our imaginations 
can fly to the space of the other, to 
glimpse the world that the other inhabits. 
A recent fine Australian example of 
powerful use of narrative in bringing to 
life the anguish and heartbreak flowing 
directly from the implementation of 
official government policies is found in 
the 1997 Report of the National Inquiry 
into the Separation of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Children from 
Their Families, known colloquially as 
The Bringing Them Home Report (Bird, 
1998). At an individual level, whether we 
read research narratives as policy 
makers, or as politicians, or as ordinary 
citizens, a well told narrative can help us 
take the first steps towards shedding a 
fear of the different other, and 
approaching that other with respect, 
compassion, wonder and curiosity. 
 
What do we mean, methodologically, 
when we talk about using narrative in 
research?  
In the last four decades there has been 
a bourgeoning scholarly interest in a 
range of processes that we might call 
narrative processes, all of which reflect 
on or story lived experience and its 
relation to the broader social, political 
and cultural questions of our time 
(Chase, 2008; Knowles & Cole, 2008). 
Whether we call this work lifewriting, 
biography, autobiography, storytelling, 
ethnography, autoethnography, oral 
history, literary criticism or narrative 
enquiry, we will be aware that it uses 
narrative to explore the connections 
between subjective experiences and the 
wider world.  
 
When we talk about using narrative in 
research, we can be referring to 
narratives gathered from research 
participants to illuminate the research 
topic; we can be referring to narratives 
written by the researcher to illuminate 
the conceptual underpinnings of the 
topics being explored; we can be 
referring to self-reflexive narratives 
woven by the researcher to illuminate 
the research process itself; and/or we 
can be referring, like Helene Cixous 
(1991) and Lorri Neilsen (1998), to the 
researcher’s own use of narrative writing 
as the process that fuels the  enquiry. 
This paper focuses primarily on the 
gathering, interpretation and 
presentation of stories from research 
participants to illuminate various 
dimensions of the refugee experience. 
 
Social science researchers have had a 
longstanding interest in using narrative. 
Susan Chase draws attention to the ‘rich 
interdisciplinary tradition defending the 
study of individuals in their social and 
historical environments’ that informed 
her own work with narrative in the early 
1990s, and acknowledges that today, 
almost two decades later, narrative 
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enquiry in the social sciences is 
”flourishing” (Chase, 2008, p. 57). As a 
research methodologist, Chase views 
contemporary narrative enquiry as a 
subset of qualitative enquiry which 
brings a diverse range of traditional and 
innovative research practices to ”an 
interest in biographical particulars as 
narrated by the one who lives them” 
(Chase, 2008, p. 58).  
 
So when we talk about using narrative in 
research, perhaps it’s most useful to 
think of the kinds of research documents 
that emerge as being on a continuum: at 
one end is the full biography or lifestory  
or autobiography; in the middle is the 
scholarly text based almost entirely in 
stories gathered from interviewees; and 
at the other end is the policy document 
or research paper that uses the 
smallest, the most fleeting of images 
drawn from story to illustrate a crucial 
argument. And along that line, 
somewhere between the two extreme 
ends, are all the plays, poems, novels, 
film scripts, histories, reports, 
programme evaluations and scholarly 
papers weaving narrative into their 
meaning-making processes. 
 
What do we know about gathering 
stories, narratives, from research 
participants? 
Researchers can collect narrative 
through intensive interviews, through 
casual spoken interactions with 
research participants, through 
discussion in focus groups, through 
written archival texts, and through 
stories written specifically for research 
participation. There are few rules about 
the ways narratives emerge. Narratives 
can be spoken and written; they can be 
formal or informal; they can be 
premeditated or spontaneous or both.  
They can be long or short, and can be 
about a specific incident or about an 
entire life.  
 
What about the shape of a story? Does 
it matter whether it is straightforward or 
circuitous? We know that stories are not 
always told chronologically. Nor are they 
always logical, linear, straightforward. 
Sometimes they are circular, repetitive, 
fragmented. And sometimes they 
combine the linear and the circular in 
ways which evoke rich and complex 
worlds. There are no rules for how a 
story ought to be told, although there 
are certainly expectations about what 
makes a story satisfying, thrilling, 
suspenseful, open, closed, enticing. 
Drusilla Modjeska (1990) writes 
evocatively about the ways in which, by 
combining linear and circular narrative 
structures, and by appealing both to 
logic and to the senses, we can give life 
to a story, and story to a life. This, she 
argues, is what happens when someone 
finds their voice. 
 
One of the things we know is that the 
way we position ourselves in relation to 
our research participants will affect the 
kinds of narratives we can elicit 
(Reinharz, 1992; Reinharz & Chase 
2002; Lincoln 1997; Weiss 1994). 
Feminist research methodologists such 
as Shulamit Reinharz (1992) and Liz 
Stanley and Sue Wise (1990) have long 
argued that feminists’ heightened 
awareness of power dynamics has led 
to feminist researchers seeking to find 
ways to dismantle the notion of power-
over research participants wielded by 
the researcher, and to attend instead to 
ways to work collaboratively, collegially 
and in an egalitarian manner with 
research participants. It is not so much 
what questions you ask as how you 
position yourself in relation to your 
interviewee that will most impact upon 
the kind of interview results you receive. 
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What do we know about the various 
ways of interpreting narratives, or of 
making sense of them?  
As researchers we have an infinite 
variety of ways to make sense of the 
stories we hear. Because the focus of 
this journal issue is specifically on using 
narrative in doing research with refugee 
communities whose experiences will 
often be dramatically different from 
those of the researchers or of the policy-
makers at whom the research is being 
directed, I want to take a bit of time here 
to uncover in more detail what we know 
about ways of reading. In particular, I 
want to distinguish very carefully 
between the narratives we might gather 
from research participants and the 
discourses that those narratives might 
carry.  
 
Researchers who have frequently found 
themselves to be positioned on the 
margins of a mainstream discourse (for 
example, scholars marginalised by 
gender, race, class, ethnicity or other 
experience, such as feminist scholars, 
ethnic minority scholars, religious-
minority scholars) will be aware of the 
politics of meaning-making and will be 
familiar with the experience of 
identifying discourses operating in a text 
when reading and interpreting that text.  
Such researchers may well find that the 
work of Denzin (2008, pp. 435-471) 
extends their thinking about ways to 
interpret research participants’ 
narratives. Elsewhere, Denzin, in 
drawing on the work of Fontana and 
Frey (2008) warns that instead of seeing 
interviews as unproblematised texts 
which generate useful information about 
lived experience and its meanings, 
researchers must acknowledge that ‘the 
interview is a negotiated text, a site 
where power, gender, race and class 
intersect’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 
47). Researchers who have been 
schooled in disciplines which assume 
the objectivity of knowledge-making 
(that is, who assume a direct 
relationship between empirical data and 
the “truth” to emerge from it) will 
perhaps need to re-think their approach 
to data interpretation when they come to 
make sense of narratives told to them 
by research participants.  Such 
researchers are directed, in addition to 
the work of Denzin and Lincoln (2008) to 
the excellent introductory work of 
Cranny-Francis, Wearing, Stavropoulos 
and Kirkby (2003) whose chapter on 
Ways of Reading introduces students to 
the politics of reading and to the politics 
of meaning-making.  
 
Cranny-Francis et al. argue that all texts 
(whether they are narratives gathered at 
interview, or stories told around a dinner 
table, or reports written about a meeting, 
or articles written for a newspaper, or 
academic papers written for a journal, or 
films made for any purpose) are 
politicised. That is, all texts, (narratives 
and reports and articles and films etc) 
carry discourses. Sometimes the 
discourses underpinning a text are 
explicit; sometimes they are implicit. A 
discourse can most simply be described 
as a way of talking about an issue or 
practice (Cranny-Francis et al., 2003). 
Cranny-Francis et al. provide this 
definition:  ”a discourse defines the way 
that power is distributed in the matrix of 
social relations that operate around an 
issue, idea or area of concern. 
Analysing that discourse is a way of 
exploring the power relations it 
mobilises, identifying the distribution of 
power and making it available for 
critique” (p. 95). In an everyday sense, 
discourses will affect our notion of who 
we are (how we experience ourselves) 
and how we think, speak and act (how 
we experience the world). 
 
In their reflections on texts and 
meaning-making, Cranny Francis et al. 
(2003) argue that a crucial part of any 
reading strategy is to identify the 
discourses operating in the text, and to 
be able to stand back and consider how 
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we as readers are being positioned by 
those discourses, and how we might 
resist or comply with them. Exploring 
this issue in more detail, Cranny-Francis 
et al. cite the work of Gunther Kress 
who, following Foucault, argues that 
discourses ‘define, describe and delimit 
what it is possible to say and not 
possible to say (and by extension – 
what it is possible to do or not to do) 
with respect to the area of concern’ 
(Kress, 1985, as cited in Cranny-Francis 
et al., 2003, p. 93). To illustrate this 
argument, Kress reflects on the 
discourse of sexism. Sexist discourse, 
he explains, ‘specifies what men and 
women may be, how they are to think of 
themselves, how they are to think of and 
relate to the other gender; and he notes 
further that sexist discourse specifies 
‘what families may be, and relations 
within the family… It reaches into all 
major areas of social life, specifying 
what work is suitable, possible even, for 
men and for women; how pleasure is to 
be seen by either gender (Kress, 1985, 
as cited in Cranny-Francis et al., 2003, 
p. 93). In other words, our ways of 
talking about issues are also our ways 
of thinking about issues, and, further, 
they tend to determine how we act. 
 
Kress suggests that we come to ask 
three questions of a text when we begin 
to analyse the discourses operating 
therein: 
1. Why is the topic being written 
about? 
2. How is the topic being written 
about? 
3. What other ways of writing about 
the topic are there?  (Kress, 
1985, as cited in Cranny-Francis 
et al., 2003, p.95) 
Arguably, Kress’s three questions apply 
equally to a conversation, a transcript of 
interview, or a fragment of dialogue, as 
to a completed and written text.  
 
Cranny-Francis et al conclude that these 
three questions take the analyst directly 
to: 
1. The strategy involved in 
generating a particular discourse 
2. The rhetoric it uses 
3. The alternatives suppressed by 
this discourse. 
 
According to this logic, any narrative told 
to a researcher will carry, consciously or 
unconsciously, the discourses to which 
that participant subscribes. It will be the 
task of the researcher to recognise 
whether the reading s/he does of the 
participant’s words is a compliant 
reading, a resistant reading, or perhaps 
even a tactical reading – or a 
combination of all of these. Cranny-
Francis et al define these modes of 
reading thus: ”a compliant [or 
mainstream] reading of a text is the 
reading expected from a literate 
member of the reader’s society. It does 
not describe the reader’s or the text’s 
politics, but the politics of reading in the 
reader’s society” (2003, p.115); “a 
resistant reading of a text rejects the 
mainstream or compliant reading and 
instead performs a reading that implicitly 
or explicitly challenges that reading and 
the meaning it generates” (2003, p.118); 
“a tactical reading (also called textual 
poaching) uses the text as a point of 
departure for a meaning-making 
practice that empowers the reader; it 
does not present itself as a coherent 
and consistent explanation of textual 
practice” (2003, p. 130). 
 
Two basic assumptions underpin this 
kind of understanding of the 
relationships between readers and texts.  
Firstly, without readers, there are no 
texts. A text without a reader is a set of 
signs that means nothing. Secondly, the 
ways we read a text are crucially 
important in deciding what a text can 
mean. That is, a text does not have a 
fixed pre-existing meaning: it will mean 
what the reader deems it to mean, given 
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the particular history and set of 
experiences that each reader brings to 
her reading of the text. Hence, one 
reader will find a particular story 
inspiring, full of hope; another reader will 
find that same story to be distressing, 
ugly and full of despair. 
 
What this might mean for a researcher 
into refugee experiences is that the 
researcher will need to account for the 
discursive context from which the 
refugee’s stories emerge: issues of 
cultural specificity, participant history, 
and exposure to trauma and dislocation 
as well as to joy and fulfilment will all 
have to be considered. Hence, as a 
basic example, if a participant 
expresses a desire for a ‘normal life’ in 
the new country, the researcher will be 
obliged to read that desire in the context 
of the discourses surrounding it.  
 
Once a researcher becomes aware of 
the multiple factors affecting the ways a 
text can be read, the ethical necessity of 
making transparent one’s own meaning-
making processes as interpreter of 
participant narratives and as writer of 
research text will be clear. For research 
participants to understand how their 
words have been used, and for readers 
to understand how specific arguments 
and interpretations have emerged, the 
researcher must make her/his own 
politics, ethnicity, and discursive 
shapings as apparent as possible. 
 
What do we know about ways of 
presenting narrative information as 
part of a research report or research 
paper? 
Whatever storytelling mode is adopted, 
the way a story is told will affect the 
meanings that can be made from it 
(Gannon, 2005; Richardson & St Pierre, 
2008). In other words, the way a story is 
used by researchers in the research 
document will affect the meanings that 
emerge. Such understandings bring us 
to the question of audience. Lincoln 
(1997) argues that researchers 
interested in the relationship between 
narrative and social change need to be 
particularly attentive to issues of 
audience. Who will hear or read these 
narratives? At which particular audience 
are they aimed? How can the audience 
be moved beyond institutional 
complacency, or beyond personal 
exhaustion, to begin to imagine the 
horrors, the torment, the griefs, the joys, 
the pleasures of the lives glimpsed 
through the stories being told in the 
research document? What does the 
researcher hope to do to the reader by 
presenting narrative as part of the 
research report, the evaluation, the 
background policy document? 
 
A further, related question is this: if 
narrative can be a powerful weapon in 
the name of human rights, how do 
researchers ensure that the policy 
makers and politicians and decision 
makers who commission their research 
actually hear the narratives embedded 
therein? One strategy open to the 
researcher is to make the narrative 
component of the research a focal point, 
communicating it in as many different 
ways as possible. For example, the 
researcher can follow up the research 
report with a seminar presentation to 
their funding body and relevant 
stakeholders; s/he can present the 
audience with an eye-catching poster 
containing excerpts of narrative; s/he 
can create an appendix with snippets of 
story to beguile busy readers; s/he can 
send human interest stories emerging 
from the research to a range of media 
outlets from the global to the local 
community newspaper.   
 
These questions about presenting 
narrative information shine the spotlight 
onto the researcher her/himself. How 
does the social science researcher, 
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schooled perhaps in creating 
authoritative pseudo-objective reports, 
begin to break free from prosaic 
research-writing conventions to adopt a 
more fluid or poetic research writing 
mode? What examples are there to 
follow? The intense interest in narrative 
and in arts-based research in 
contemporary scholarly circles has 
spawned an immense methodological 
literature on ways to incorporate 
narrative into research documents (See 
Denzin & Lincoln, 2008; Knowles & 
Cole, 2008). Frequently the researchers 
most likely to respond to the invitation to 
break conventional knowledge-making 
practices are doctoral students and 
early career researchers (Hopkins, 
2008).  
 
I conclude with a story from my own 
research life, to illustrate the pleasures 
of learning to write creatively in a 
research document. I was inspired in 
this endeavour by reading Drusilla 
Modjeska’s  (1990) fictionalised 
biography, Poppy. I found this to be a 
text where gaps and spaces seemed to 
come alive, where the life lived off the 
pages of the book seemed as 
imaginatively real as the life played out 
within them, and yet where the desire 
for ongoing story kept me as reader 
moving onwards to a not-yet-determined 
future. Reading Poppy gave me insight 
into ways to bring a text to life. As a 
researcher I wanted to create a multi-
layered, reflective, creatively written text 
that honours its participants and delights 
in the research and writing process for 
its complexity, variety and multiplicity.  
 
I first encountered Poppy in 1990. 
Several years previously I had 
researched and written an oral history of 
women’s engagement with the peace 
movement in Western Australia as a 
Master’s thesis, and had been struck by 
the difficulty I found in bringing to the 
page the tenor of the immensely rich 
and lively transcripts of interview. 
Almost a decade later, in writing a 
doctoral thesis exploring contemporary 
feminist activisms, taking inspiration 
from Modjeska’s work, it’s the writing 
process that I found to be most 
enchanting (Hopkins, 2009). Although 
mine is clearly a more overtly theorised 
piece of writing than is the writing of 
Poppy, while writing the thesis I 
gestured towards the creation of what 
Modjeska calls a native tongue in my 
attempt to use narrative strategies 
(collage; dislocated chronologies linking 
linear stories; moments of lyric stasis) 
similar to those used in Poppy. During 
the writing of the thesis, I kept in mind 
that I was giving life to a story (or a 
series of stories), and a story/stories to 
the life that surrounds it/them. In writing 
of my participants’ journeys towards 
finding voice, I was aware, too, of the 
fecund significance of silence.   
 
In contrast to the one-dimensional 
reportage style of my earlier thesis, this 
time I was aware all along of the need to 
use a variety of genres to create the 
text. The storying of the lives that occurs 
in the body of the doctoral thesis 
appears frequently as a series of 
vignettes, sometimes with little or no 
explicit interpretive or connecting 
reading made with my narrative voice. In 
order to allow the voices of my 
participants to be heard directly, rather 
than being mediated by my narrative 
voice, at times I adopted a practice of 
poetising transcript similar to that 
created by Laurel Richardson (1992, 
1997). To do this I took the exact 
wording from transcripts of interview, 
and re-arranged it on the page to create 
the look and feel of poetry. Such a 
technique allows the work to breathe, 
and creates a space from which 
(momentarily) the participants speak for 
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themselves. In addition, I placed 
fragments of feminist bodies of 
knowledge in these chapters, 
sometimes with minimal connecting 
narration. It is not until the end of the 
thesis that my own narrative voice as 
biographer intertwines explicitly with my 
voice as researcher to consistently 
provide theorised readings of the 
process of finding an activist voice. 
  
In order to create the impression of the 
complex swirl of feminist knowledges 
which represent the life from which my 
stories are drawn, I created layers of 
text by placing, throughout the thesis, 
boxes containing pertinent theoretical 
insights beside the on-going narrative. 
Occasionally, where the ongoing 
narrative is specifically theoretical, I 
placed a box with an extract from my 
journal alongside.  I saw this disruption 
of the smooth flow of narrative as a 
deliberate reminder of the fleeting 
nature of the coherence we create as 
narrators of our own stories. 
Reciprocally, I also saw it as a reminder 
of the power we might hold as feminist 
activists drawing on a wide and deep 
epistemological base both to create our 
own stories and to disrupt dominant 
discourses. I intended it, too, to act as a 
reminder of the complex relationship 
between theory, experience, and the 
creation of the feminist self.  
 
It is difficult to describe the pleasures in 
undertaking research and writing of this 
kind. One of the impacts is that although 
the writerly engagement is far from 
conventional, the eliciting of the 
complexity of life experiences via multi-
layering text, disrupting text, juxtaposing 
voices appears to approximate the 
complexity of lived experience in ways 
which are authentic and grounded. More 
recently I have pushed the boundaries 
of these writerly processes further in 
using writing as inquiry to explore and to 
story bodily experiences of health-
related trauma (Hopkins, 2003). 
 
On reflection… 
In reflecting on the nature of personal 
narrative and its uses for refugee 
research, three insights emerge: first, 
just as the personal is political, so too, 
the political is personal; secondly, any 
storytelling is political in its attention to 
audience, and is inflected by the 
discourses available at the time; and 
thirdly, if storying is to grapple with the 
richness and complexity of lived 
experience, it will probably be chaotic 
and messy, as well as clear and 
straightforward, overlaid with analysis 
and theorising and underpinned with 
disruptive subtext. Researchers wanting 
to investigate the sociology of refugee 
experiences might be well advised to 
ensure that the stories they gather from 
research participants are not too neat, 
too straightforward, too much reduced to 
bare essentials in their telling, lest the 
chance to allow the stories to become 
personally and politically resonant be 
lost. Finally, researchers who are 
conscious of the political resonance of 
narrative are advised to ensure that they 
draw attention to the narrative element 
embedded in their research reports and 
papers by finding ways to communicate 
the narratives directly to the 
commissioning policy makers and 
politicians through verbal and pictorial 
seminar presentations, as well as 
through the reports themselves. 
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On being there to help: A critical reflection on discourse and something 
postmodern for the social inclusion of refugee communities 
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Abstract 
Analyzing discourses is potentially a very powerful method for social research, and 
any such analysis should have a powerful voice, but to be truly powerful it must be 
able to have something to contribute towards policy. In this paper I reflect on 
discourse analysis broadly and how it might engage policy makers more fully. The 
paper suggests why policy-makers in Western nations might not listen to, or resist 
the demonstration of how discursive forces shape their experiences and indeed their 
understanding of the plight of refugees. This problem can be traced to Western 
society’s reliance on a discourse of modernism which conflicts with policy-makers 
need to critically examine issues of inclusion, racism and integration as a result of 
large refugee intakes. As analysts we need to make sure we too move to something 
postmodern, and rather than a broad attack on policy-makers we need to find a way 
to engage new inclusive discourses to unpack discursive instances in local settings 
in a collaborative fashion and allow a space for policy-makers to not only read and 
act on the discursive research findings, but engage in the very tenets of social 
‘constructionism’.  
 
Keywords: Discourse analysis; social constructionism, refugees, policy analysis; 
qualitative research 
 
 
‘He has the right to criticise, who has a 
heart to help’ Abraham Lincoln 
 
Introduction 
Our own ways of talking and writing in 
research must be understood as key 
elements of our social world. One 
advantage of discourse analysis is its 
inherent reflexivity. Discourse analysis 
suggests all texts are up for analysis, 
for deconstruction, including our own. 
When we look at our own research 
efforts as a collected discourse, we 
must always ask whether, despite our 
best efforts, we have been successful 
in interrupting the flow of the negative 
discourses affecting the plight of 
refugees through our discursive 
research. Indeed, many argue that 
that the marginalization of refugee 
groups particularly based on their race 
is as ubiquitous today as ever. Harper 
(1996, p.252) in respect of research 
on poverty suggests: 
 
 ‘[the] problem is a startling 
lack of curiosity about what 
effects and functions these 
kinds of explanations [about 
poverty] might have… what is 
lacking in such accounts is a 
clear understanding of the role 
of ideology in structuring our 
views of the world, since 
explanations have ideological 
effects’.   
The present paper suggests not much 
has changed since Harper’s comment. 
We need discursive analyses to help 
us explain ideological forces that 
structure poverty of refugee 
communities, with a particular focus 
on the discourse resources that deny 
their plight. But to achieve action to 
mitigate that plight we need policy 
makers to understand the structure of 
their own discourse. From this point 
we can work together to rebuild our 
explanations with a different 
ideological premise, one which can 
better direct resources to support the 
Guilfoyle 
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communities through design of better 
services and supports. 
 
 
Discourse as action 
For this shift to new discourses to 
occur clearly we must view discourse 
as more than ‘just words’. Rather, 
words ‘do things’ (Guilfoyle, 2000; 
Guilfoyle & Walker, 2000). They have 
power to both create and nullify action. 
For example, the discourses of the 
Howard government in Australia 
worked so effectively against social 
inclusion of asylum seekers. But if 
some discourse can be shown to have 
negative effect, by definition another 
discourse can be shown to have 
positive effect. Either way for good or 
bad discourse will create action 
(Guilfoyle, 2000). The aim is to 
institute new discourses with 
theoretically positive effect. We have 
to try and replace negative discourses 
because even if we say nothing we 
are having an effect. By this act of 
saying nothing we not simply 
maintaining stasis, we actively 
contribute to and create a situation of 
stasis, which is bad for refugees:  
The alternative to philosophy is 
not no philosophy, but bad 
philosophy (Collier, 1994, p. 
17) 
Often critiques of social construction 
suggest that all we do is identify 
potential constructions, as one woman 
muttered in a nearby seat at a 
conference I once attended – “it’s just 
a talk fest”. The fest includes offering 
alternatives for sure, but the task for 
the discursive analyst is not to leave 
talk as reconstituted talk. Cleary we 
must have something to say, but that 
is not all we can do. Particularly if we 
are to influence policy, the research 
art, is to connect words with their 
consequential actions first; then to 
work hard to undo those words and 
their actions. To move beyond a 
festival of talk, our job is first to show 
these connections, by deconstructing 
the text, and then but only to 
reformulate the discourse into a new 
text that creates more potential for 
inclusion for asylum seekers.  
Thus as discourse analysts our first 
role is to observe where negative 
discourse exists and we do this by 
linking these discourses to their 
negative effects; then we ask what 
systems of power construct these 
discourses, how are they being 
maintained, managed what supports 
them and makes them large and thus 
perpetuates them? We can search for 
the ‘action’ that is potentiated or 
denied by any discourse by examining 
the structure and function of a text. A 
newspaper article that describes 
asylum seekers as ‘illegal immigrants’; 
functions to build a social construction 
that works to suggest that people are 
choosing to come to Australia via 
illegal avenues for their own personal 
motivations. This construction 
warrants new law and tougher 
penalties for those who break these 
new laws. Further, bumper stickers 
popular in Australia in 2008 and 2009 
with a  discourse of ‘Fuck off were full’ 
has a rather blatant attempted effect of 
making large, popular and normative, 
acceptable a social identity of - 
refugees are not wanted or welcome 
and indeed are taking away our 
resources, jobs, houses and breathing 
space, ironically food.  
It is good to point out these insidious 
effects. But that is no more than the 
starting point and should never be the 
stopping point for us as social 
researchers. We should illustrate 
these negative constructions only in 
order to argue for alternative 
constructions. We need to need to 
create a new space and transfer into 
the mainstream discourses such as 
reports by the Human Rights 
Commission that describe asylum 
seekers as ‘genuine refugees’; this 
social construction works to suggest 
that these people are genuinely 
seeking protection from some level of 
threat in their own country and implies 
that this group of people are entitled to 
specific moral treatment as per 
international law.  
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The problem of commonsense 
We need to make new discourses, like 
these, that stick in the hearts and 
minds of our communities and as I will 
argue that it are those in our 
community who ultimately shape 
policy. An analysis of every discourse 
is aimed at replacing its acts/effects 
with better discourses, and new 
acts/effects/outcomes. The problem is 
this is not an easy or trivial aim. It is 
more difficult unfortunately than the 
personal act of a attaching a bumper 
sticker; Asylum seekers are genuine 
refugees. This is because discourses 
pervade our society, they are always 
shared, as a common sense 
recognized by all and often our battle 
is against the societies very own 
entrenched commonsense. But when 
one discourse dominates it becomes 
abstract or reified and it powerfully 
constructs most of our social worlds 
and our assumed realities – it 
becomes the commonsense. Thus 
words become ideologically imbued 
meaning, that is, given a meaning the 
ideology, culture shares and supports, 
promotes or broadcasts and re-
presents. Such that this construction 
becomes even more solid and 
common sense too. One definition of 
‘refugee’ takes hold, as the dominant 
and powerful way to construct refugee 
(that is the person not the word), and 
that is then the one that most will see 
and therefore assume is true. 
Discourses powerfully support the 
common sense mainstream view of 
any society. But it is a (hermeneutical) 
reflection on power however that some 
words construct the commonsense 
acceptable political views of a society, 
while on the other hand other words, 
are supported by the mainstream 
commonsense politics of a society. 
For example driving a car with the 
bumper sticker “Fuck off were full” 
might not actually draw any much ire 
from other road users. I am not sure 
one which has “asylum seekers are 
genuine refugees” would leave its 
driver safe from verbal, scornful, or 
physical, attack. Why, because the 
latter sticker clashes with the 
prevailing commonsense, and indeed 
the would-be assailant might feel safe 
to act against it within the mainstream 
commonsense. Bonding to powerful 
commonsense notions often “allow(s) 
the un-sayable to be said” 
(Augoustinos, Tuffin & Every, 2005, p. 
316). Thus discourses which are 
mainstream and seen as 
commonsense act in that they warrant 
other rhetorical actions and work 
against others.  
  
Policy-makers power 
It is typically those with the most 
power, in any society, who are best 
able, best positioned, to promote their 
own commonsense and undermine 
the alternative social constructions 
that others might posit (they can 
override the claims of those with less 
power!). The powerful can claim their 
versions are right, true, common 
sense and indisputable, indeed 
universal. The elite, the makers of 
policy for example, or media who 
debate it, will shape and support 
whatever is the common sense 
mainstream view. Often this is 
because by fact of being in power they 
have the means and resources to 
distribute and perpetuate their own 
versions.  See any media Barron or 
Prime Minister! Ultimately then, what 
discursive analysts would claim about 
an event, such as the reporting of a 
news story, is that various powerful 
people are constructing versions of 
this event through the performance of 
actions, for example editing, or writing 
press releases, and it is these actions 
that not only relate to, but often work 
to rhetorically undermine, alternative 
constructions.  By so doing, indeed 
they make themselves even more 
powerful:  
 
“although the struggle over 
different stories or 
constructions is undeniable, 
the fact that these do not take 
place in an ideal speech 
community where everyone 
has equal voice or ability to 
speak demonstrates not only 
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the power of construction, but 
also the importance of power 
and the relation of power to 
material interests. One reason 
why not ‘everything goes’ is 
therefore arguably because of 
the tendency and constraint 
imposed by social realities, 
which support some 
constructions more than 
others” (Reicher, Spears & 
Parker, 1996, in Spears, 1997). 
So as discursive analysts we often feel 
we must fight on all fronts including at 
the level of changing community 
discourses of commonsense, but I 
would suggest our research must 
convert the commonsense discourse 
of those in power, to have greatest 
effect. This attempted conversion has 
occurred traditionally though analysts 
critiquing the discourses of the 
powerful and one of the theoretical 
frameworks supporting discursive 
work is critical theory. 
 
Critiquing policy 
Apple (1983) suggests “…the act of 
criticism is essential to enable us to 
act in ethically and politically just, to 
say nothing of intellectually honest, 
ways”; The critical realist edge of 
discursive researchers (see for 
example Burman & Parker, 1993; 
Parker, 1992) is to deconstruct and 
reveal, the texts which contribute to 
social exclusion of asylum seekers. 
This critical work is the broader 
assault on the very discourses by 
which asylum seekers are excluded, 
marginalized and oppressed. Many 
critical theorists have traditionally 
viewed the world as comprising of 
diverse groups who each compete for 
scarce resources. Resources include 
access to power, privilege, money, 
self-esteem, and credibility. Refugees 
are struggling for recognition and 
legitimacy, equity, because they 
cannot easily access the host 
societies scare resources, thus are 
marginalised.   
Many discursive analysts are driven by 
their deep seated roots in this critical 
approach. They accept the harsh 
reality of poverty that many face and 
want to address these by creating a 
more socially just society where there 
is less poverty. They argue for the 
presence of ‘conscience’ both in the 
individual and in the collective, valuing 
the role of subjectivity, and recognition 
of the constructive nature of history 
and culture (Prilleltensky & Nelson, 
2002). They reject any and all theories 
that seek social harmony while 
ignoring the basic issues of 
domination and power (Foucault, 
1972). Discourse analysis from a 
critical perspective demonstrates the 
existence of this marginalisation, 
showing it is evident or present in the 
language and texts of a policy. 
Essentially, the motive for a discourse 
analysis from this position is to make 
an analysis of what should be rather 
than what is and this analysis should 
be situated in our compassion as 
humans for the suffering endured by 
others (Giroux, 1983) but with the 
emphasis firmly on a social change 
agenda. 
 
Research, from the critical 
perspective, is viewed as a tool that 
can be used by either the dominant to 
resist any change to patterns of 
exploitation in society or subordinate 
groups to promote change in these 
(Albee, Joffe & Dusenburg, 1988). As 
researchers, we are drawn to it 
because it is a path to addressing the 
hidden issues of power and privilege 
and names the oppressive systems 
that much research serves to 
legitimise. The first premise for a 
critical analysis is to view research 
(any knowledge production) as being 
value laden rather than value free – 
after all values and biases impact all 
humans in all our interactions; and 
given that researchers are also human 
we too are subject to the same values 
and biases that affect others. Clearly 
the critical researcher sees research 
as very different from the positivist 
research base, it assumes research is 
not and cannot be a neutral and 
objective process – rather it is value 
laden and sees the subjective reality 
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of the individual as equally as 
important as the objective often 
quantifiable reality.  
So too in our research – our worldview 
shapes the type of research we do 
and how we do it. We turn to 
qualitative, in particular discourse 
analysis, based on our values of 
promoting the position of refugees 
within a society. Indeed any process of 
research which does not have the 
same aim; is considered oppressive. A 
large part of this paper suggests us 
being effective means we must 
convince policy makers to similarly 
take up this critical and reflective 
position too – to critically examine their 
own outputs and reflect on how these 
can better assist refugee communities. 
Without policy makers achieving 
these, there is no possibility for any 
positive change!  It is a big call we 
might say, but one that is necessary 
and thus achievable I believe. The 
caveat is, if our aim is to reveal hidden 
issues of power and privilege and 
name the oppressive systems 
supporting these – does that critical 
aim interrupt our ability to create the 
policy based reflexivity required for 
change. I return to this point below, 
but for now we need to explore the 
idea of reflexivity itself a little 
further.This leads to a second 
theoretical position which discursive 
analysts draw from (an 
epistemological shift from the critical 
position, but ironically with much the 
same research aims) - that of social 
constructionism. 
 
Social construction of policy  
Under social constructionism the aim 
of discourse analysis is more than 
demonstrating the presence of 
marginalization, but showing how it is 
constructed in the texts and language 
of the society.  Discursive work shares 
(emerges from) many similar 
characteristics with social 
constructionism (Berger & Luckman, 
1966), particularly in regards to 
language.  The basic contention of 
many discursive analysts, is that 
reality is socially constructed by, and 
between, the persons that experience 
it (Burkitt, 1999; Burr, 1995; Foucault, 
1972; Gergen, 1999; Soper, 1991). 
Therefore much discourse analysis 
sits within the epistemological position 
of constructionism (or social 
constructionism). The social 
constructionist view proposes that the 
ways in which people understand and 
categorise everyday life, are not a 
reflection of a universal world, but 
rather they are the product of 
historically and culturally specific 
understandings. From this position, 
our research purpose is one of 
understanding the processes by which 
individuals come to make sense of, 
understand, describe and explain the 
world in which they live, and indeed 
explain their positions within it. It is a 
powerful and reflexive research 
purpose!  
Within this framework reality is a 
consequence of the context in which 
the action occurs and is shaped by the 
cultural, historical, political, and social 
norms that operate within that context 
and time. Therefore, reality can be 
different for each person or group 
based on their unique, but is often 
contextually shared, understandings 
and experience of the world. Although 
there is no one key feature, or 
description that is totally 
representative of a social 
constructionist approach, basic 
principles developed from the 
foundations of Gergen’s (1985) four 
key assumptions underlying social 
constructionism are regularly 
embraced. For example, in much of 
the current literature on social 
constructionism four main premises 
loosely outline this approach. Burr 
(1995) suggests the following: 
 
A Critical Approach to taken-for-
granted knowledge  
Premise one asserts that the 
knowledge we have of the world 
should not be understood as an 
objective truth that is merely 
conceptualised as a reflection of an 
external reality. Rather our 
representations of the world should be 
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understood as both products of our 
ways of categorising the world, and of 
our language. As such, a social 
constructionist position argues for a 
critical approach towards assumed 
conventional knowledge.  
 
Historical and Cultural Specificity  
Premise two emphasises that our 
ways of understanding our world and 
ourselves are both historically and 
culturally relative. As Gergen 
describes, our views and our 
knowledge are both products of our 
interactions between people, and as 
such are situated in both the period of 
history and the culture in which we 
live. Ultimately then, our ways of 
understanding are also contingent on 
the dominant social, political, and 
economic contexts that prevail within a 
given culture and period.  
 
Link between Knowledge and 
Social Processes  
Premise three asserts that our ways of 
knowing and understanding the world 
are constructed and maintained 
through our daily social processes. It 
is during our social interactions of all 
kinds, but particularly through our 
language exchange, that our versions 
of knowledge are not only constructed 
but also compete for the position of 
truth. Truth is therefore not seen as 
something that is objectively 
observable in the world, but rather a 
product of our social interactions with 
others.  
 
 Link between Knowledge and 
Social Action  
Social constructionism is based on the 
assumption that the knowledge we 
construct and the actions we 
undertake are inextricably linked. 
Ultimately this premise argues that our 
socially constructed knowledge claims 
have real social consequences, that 
not only result in different social 
actions but that also work to “sustain 
and support certain social patterns to 
the exclusion of others” (Gergen, 
1985, p. 268).  
 Drawing from a social constructionist 
position, discursive work highlights 
language as the primary form of 
communication, and key to our 
understanding our everyday realities. 
Language is not merely a reflection of 
pre-existing reality, but rather it is seen 
to contribute to the very construction 
of that reality. This does not mean that 
reality itself does not exist. What we 
understand is that our meanings and 
representations are real at any one 
particular time. For example physical 
assault is real, but only gains meaning 
through our language or discourse. Is 
physical assault of an owner of a ‘were 
full’ sticker the same as assault of a 
‘genuine refugees’ sticker owner. 
Much would depend on how the media 
would construct that assault. 
 
Beyond modernist policy 
In one sense the impact of 
reapplication of discursive analytical 
techniques to date from either a critical 
and social constructivist position, or 
something in between, has been to 
identify, construct, refugees as one 
more disadvantaged group. It is by 
large a unified battle against the 
dominant modernist discourse argues 
that poor sections of the community 
facing historical and situational 
oppressions; such as Aboriginal, 
diverse migrant communities 
generally, should not receive any form 
of special treatment, to resource them, 
compensate them or otherwise 
consider and privilege their needs in 
achieving their desired place in 
society. The rhetoric too often is, to 
offer special treatments erodes our 
own rationality, the neo-liberalism, 
individualism, meritocracy, democracy, 
and catch phrase ‘fair go for all’, or 
(see John Howard) very idea of being 
‘Australian’, that we and our 
democracy must rely on. The shared 
aim of much discursive work therefore 
is a general attack on the perpetuation 
of these modernist discourses, to 
deconstruct these and replace them 
with something, postmodern. 
Thus from a critical or social 
constructionist position, using 
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methodologies of discourse; in many 
ways researchers can variously argue 
against the prevailing modernist 
discourse in policy. In the extreme, 
this pitched battle we fight is against a 
discourse which suggests we cannot 
have such specialized services; on 
that prefers to cast the entire 
responsibility of inclusion onto the 
individual refugee and thus constructs 
him or her as the poor self-motivator 
whose role is to perform and 
contribute to on-going development of 
community, and by extension society. 
Modernism is the discourse of ‘victim 
blame’. By emphasizing the individual 
minus their context, the modernist 
view fails to acknowledge the political 
and social structures that impact on 
the person in a collective domain 
(Gergen, 1999). The modernist 
orientation of society in itself can be 
conceptualised as a barrier to the 
success of the refugee communities. It 
is a system that fails to give credence 
to the differences between the social, 
cultural, economic, and political 
backgrounds of refugees and how this 
relates to their engagement with the 
community. 
A key point for modernism based 
social policy argues that we should 
ignore a person’s ‘historical and 
cultural specificity’ from determining 
their needs for new services – we 
should treat all as equals. It is despite 
any enduring impassioned critical 
plea, for many in the community and 
those making policy, the argument of 
equality remains commonsense, 
faultless and difficult to contest. When 
we remove all culturally historic and 
specific contexts, there is no need to 
acknowledge the fundamental 
difference between equality and 
equity. Policy-makers can argue, and 
build a commonsense too that, in 
treating all in our communities as 
equal we can be equitable as it 
assumes that everyone is the same – 
that there is a level playing field upon 
which each person competes 
(Prilleltensky & Nelson, 2002) and this 
field should never be upset.  
Of course this policy view matches the 
rhetorical base of ‘modern’ racism 
(also known as subtle, symbolic, 
aversive, under the skin, latent, 
everyday, or new racism (see 
Guilfoyle, 2006 for a review). Modern 
racism is this very same neo-liberal 
ideal egalitarian (discourses) of 
equality (i.e. Balibar, 1991; Barker, 
1982; Billig, 1988; Essed, 1991; 
Kinder & Sears, 1981; McConahay, 
1986; Obeng, 1997; Potter & 
Wetherell, 1987; Reeves, 1983; van 
Dijk, 1992; Wetherell & Potter, 1992; 
Wiegal, & Howes, 1985). The claim 
departs from a blatant, overt us and 
them rhetoric and expression of 
racism. An old form is a personal 
denigration of them, to make them 
separate from us as much as possible. 
The modern form is far less crass, it is 
subtle relies on and perpetuates a ‘we 
are not racist, but’. The commonsense 
assertion is we have no problem about 
refugees personally, of any race, but 
then the but a conditional inclusion; 
they can be like us if indeed they start 
acting just like us and don’t disrupt our 
values etc and next to that; we can’t 
help them uniquely, as that would be 
unfair to the rest of society. Indeed we 
should not make them stand out by 
providing them with something special, 
and rather encourage them to get on 
and be responsible for themselves just 
like everyone else. As Bobo (1988) 
suggests by protecting values such as 
egalitarianism new racism protects the 
privileges of the dominant culture. All 
said then, policy makers who borrow 
from modernism can be accused of 
being modern racists! 
 
Postmodernism for the new policy 
agenda 
In contrast to modernist policy, a 
postmodernist would argue that while 
the refugee needs to be responsible 
for his or her actions and responses, 
there is a context surrounding these 
that provides salience to those actions 
and responses (Gergen, 1999); we 
need to consider their social, 
historical, political, cultural, context.  
As discourse analysts we work 
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towards a collective 
deconstruction/reconstruction of the 
situation of the refugee, as someone 
needing special support, and thus to 
develop policy through a different 
underlying premise.  Thus for 
sometime now essentially many 
discourse analysts have worked to try 
and undermine the prevailing 
dominant modernist discourses and 
replace these with their something, -
‘postmodern’. Can that work, has that 
worked? 
In theory, (critical or socially 
constructive) discourse analysis, as a 
genuine postmodern qualitative social 
research methodology, should work. 
Creating a new discourse of social 
inclusion of refugees into a 
(Australian) society is a research 
agenda which connects with all the 
strength claims of qualitative research. 
Qualitative research strengths are 
historically and variously reported. 
They are premised on researcher 
assuming a critical often 
subjective/interpretative, social 
constructivist rather than objective 
ontological position. They contend with 
the very possibility of multiple realities 
bearing on any issue and the local 
context in which realities are being 
built and flexibility in method to access 
these contingent realities in 
populations defined by culture, 
marginality, and vulnerability. Our aim 
is to explore local conditions, and 
allow the possibilities of new realities 
to surface. For example, using 
Participatory Action Research 
(Guilfoyle, Guilfoyle & Reynolds, 2009, 
in press; Guilfoyle et al., 2008) we can 
aim to get close to the local realities of 
social exclusion and open up a 
conversation, a relationship with the 
local participants and capture the full 
voice of participants through a 
subjective, immediate, hot, rather than 
objective, distanced, cold or removed 
stance. Qualitative research prioritizes 
the ‘evaluative rigour’ (see for example 
Kitto, Chester & Grbich, 2008) of 
acknowledging own research values, 
what we are trying to achieve in our 
research and what shapes this 
including explicit aims to create 
change and in this reflexively examine 
ourselves and what we are 
constructing in our research; our own 
position and ability to influence 
through research. Each of these 
strengths applies to research into 
refugees’ social inclusion. But we 
need to reflect then on what then 
prevents discourse analysis from 
reaching its strong agenda potential. 
I suggest it is a contradiction that 
often, this same epistemic power that 
discursive research holds, to fully 
explore multiple realities, is often to be 
resisted by ruling policy makers. The 
very premise of a socially constructed 
nature of the evidence means to take 
that ‘multiple realities’ position and it 
requires policy makers who can 
tolerate research which might uncover 
local realities which compete with and 
undermine their own position. For 
policy makers, who are only human, 
they risk losing control and 
quantitative research, whether it be 
experimental, correlational, descriptive 
research provides commissioning 
agents with hypotheses that moot 
possible outcomes of the research 
through structured questions, and the 
response formats which  nicely, 
predictably, bind the results, findings, 
discussions, impetrations and 
conclusions.  They might consider, a 
tweaking of their own position maybe, 
but are less enthused by evidence 
which confronts them with an 
undesired possibility of alternative 
reality.  Discourse analysts cannot 
offer the same reassuring restrictions. 
When we explore a discourse we do 
just that, we unpack it for all it is worth, 
and we are not quite sure what we 
might find until we really look. We 
cannot guarantee that we won’t 
uncover awkward or ‘inconvenient’ 
truths about policy, or how awkward 
and inconvenient these might be. 
Indeed in most part the interest of 
discourse analysts when they enter 
into a text is that they are already 
sensing something that needs some 
pulling back and something that needs 
to be revealed which is at this point 
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obscured. If the research proceeds 
and reveals a community full of clear 
and rich dissatisfaction with existing 
policy and arguments for change; the 
power shifts, the policy maker, less 
refugee community, becomes a little 
vulnerable.   
Modernist policy makers or those 
stuck in a form of modernism; and who 
are modern racists, will be those most 
suspect of our discursive research 
aims. To commission discourse 
analysis, they assume, means that a 
bunch of researchers will aim directly 
at deconstructing their own policy.  
Why should they fund us if the risk, the 
powerful risk, is we might just need to 
undermine the very construction of 
their policy, discourses and identify the 
need for deep seated, paradigmatic, 
changes, creating equity for bettering 
the life of refugee communities? 
Paradoxically, what I want to suggest 
is we shouldn’t be too critical though, 
and focused on analyses of 
discourses of policy makers that 
despite the clear links above, end up 
framing them as racist. This doesn’t 
help us win a place in their hearts and 
minds from which we can undermine 
their policy. We must aim for them to 
reflect on and  reconsider the power of 
modernist rhetoric, but we cannot 
achieve that by falling into the 
modernist rhetorical trap of labeling 
others as this or that, rather we need 
to shift the premise of the debate 
entirely, and this where we begin to 
find something truly postmodern. 
 
Socially de-constructing of policy  
The hearts and minds of the 
community must be won, yes, but let’s 
not forget the hearts and minds of 
those in power. Clearly we need to 
shift the mainstream commonsense of 
policy makers. In considering this we 
must note that any text, though 
authored/spoken/drawn by an 
individual or agency is shared and so 
is responsibility for it. It is the end 
product of work which has been 
carefully put together from many 
sources and exists as a collaborative 
explanation of our social world that 
functions not just for the individual 
author but for the society, community, 
or agency they represent, and that 
‘organization’. From a postmodernist 
point of view, we don’t have to blame 
the individual author/s of any 
discourse whether they are policy 
maker, media writer, or everyday 
speaker, for example. Indeed targeting 
authors for policy analysis falls into the 
very trap of itself being modernist, 
worse at times we develop them as an 
out-group, and an old fashioned 
prejudice against ‘them’!  If we can 
suspend the idea of authored, 
intended negative effects of a 
discourse, we can focus on the 
discourse per se. The research focus 
is on how – and here is the key - 
intentionally or not - a discourse does 
lead to marginalization or the 
continued impoverishment of refugee 
communities as they aim for inclusion 
within a society. If we rely on 
postmodernism to support our 
research, we have to act postmodern, 
if we work off the premise of social 
construction than we must assume 
policy makers are subject to social 
construction, and work to undo the 
discourses that are constructing them 
too – but not target them as the 
problem. Thus ironically despite the 
claims of many critical analysts 
drawing form realists positions, we 
must actually let go of the author, 
intentions of text, in order to get 
ourselves into a position to undermine 
negative discourses. 
 
Thus there is much to lose in focusing 
our research at labeling others in our 
communities, including policy makers, 
as racist, bigoted, exclusionary, etc. 
For one, it reduces the very topic of 
racism or bigotry to the mental 
process of (some) individuals. This 
simply scapegoats this or that person 
or group as the problem. But does it 
really do anything to work through the 
problem or solutions? It focuses 
solutions in on de-contextualized 
mental states, and as we have argue 
above the real power of discourse 
analysis- the analysis of the processes 
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of social interaction not people per se, 
more likely language as a form of 
social interaction, the discourse that 
happens between research, 
communities and policy makers, rather 
than what is happening inside a policy 
makers’ head. Anyways, well over 100 
odd years of social research shows it 
is hard to change someone who is 
prejudiced, but if we can replace their 
discourse of prejudice, that might just 
work.  No doubts there are bigots in 
our community, and this includes in 
and out of our elected governments, 
but it is a focus on the whether a 
particular discourse such as a policy, 
is racist or prejudiced, not the person/s 
per se that will be useful.  Even if we 
believe we as researchers we must 
personally target the perpetuators of 
racist discourses in the hope of 
helping refugee communities; the 
latter closes down the dialogical 
conversation and puts peoples back 
up, and works to exclude them from 
our research efforts, rather than open 
up a conversation in which we can 
negotiate a new space and new 
discourses. We need social research 
to examine the discourses of society 
that perpetuate racism, not target 
people as racist (Guilfoyle, 2000). 
 
I am not being romantic here; all social 
researchers know the real 
contingencies to be considered in 
interacting with policy makers, whose 
primary motive is gaining and 
maintaining political power, However 
in a general sense, together, 
researchers and policy makers need 
to shift to a new ontological, 
epistemological and methodological 
base. We must urge those with power 
over development of new policy to see 
their discourse as a social 
construction, which can be undone if 
negative, but for which we won’t 
attribute personal blame. It is because 
they are stuck in such a deep seated 
modernist position – they are apt to 
see their world from the modernist 
lens and take any attack personally, 
as authors or distributors of, or being 
irresponsible; simply not acting 
effectively enough against, potentially 
harmful, discourses affecting refugees.   
The problem shifts to one of making 
policy makers believe that we are not 
aiming at them; but at their discourse. 
Thus ensure we don’t fall into a 
modernist discourse while critiquing 
others for their modernisms; this shift 
is after all the postmodernism agenda. 
We need to argue with them, convince 
them about the aspects of their 
political discourses, polices, which are 
not effectual in aiding the plight of 
refugees, even that they inadvertently 
do harm even when they are designed 
to do well. Thus deconstruct and show 
just how they marginalize and 
oppress, if we believe they are – not 
deconstruct them. We can convince 
them that their current discourse is but 
one constructed, multiple, reality and 
to build a different discourse and 
different realities; only if we can 
convince them to share our ontological 
position.  Critiques from afar only 
serve to force others to retreat into 
their trenches. It is not letting go of 
personal accountability but asking 
people to fully account for their 
position, and thus each other, in one 
place. For this we need to go very 
local. 
In going local, we need to collect the 
storied experiences of refugees and, 
of course, we need to present these 
through publishing our reports and 
distributing them into journals to peers, 
students, and policy makers, media if 
we can, create a rallying critical mass. 
But not talk fests. We need to speak 
out about overt, blatant discourses 
when we find them. But in the latter to 
mix a few metaphors, the odd angry 
shot at authors of discourses, is much 
like snipping flowers off a rose bush, 
we need to attack the root structure; 
we need to undermine the discourses 
which feed the stems, branches, 
systems.  Thus when we find the 
discourses are more subtle and 
modern and underlying, we need to 
adjust our approach to something 
more subtle and develop an approach 
that is postmodern, dialogical. To do 
this we need to reach into and create 
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new political spheres, share the very 
same political space as those with 
power over social discourses, not 
impose our discourses onto others as 
some new moral order, and thus 
assault their own beliefs, rather 
actualize new discourses from within 
by creating a truly shared ontologically 
appropriate dialogical space, not a 
contested space, a contest-able 
space. And to emerge from this with a 
new discourse which is not something 
that is easily identifiable as ours or 
theirs. From here we share a power 
situation to effect policy change, and 
undo any deep seated discourses 
which are blocking social inclusion.  
I don’t have the space to illustrate the 
methodological processes which can 
help achieve this aim here; it is for 
another time and place (see Guilfoyle, 
2009, in press).  Whatever we do, 
given the plight of refugee 
communities, we must connect our 
work with a call for action towards 
social inclusion, and this means 
setting up a space between policy 
maker’s refugees and researchers in 
which each can interpret the discourse 
of each other, and through this 
process begin to fully understand the 
context which supports their 
discourse. There are already many 
good examples of this participatory 
inclusive approach in our midst too, 
which can be showcased. The point 
here has been to suggest rather the 
basic premise, that a dialogue, 
systematic process of consultation in 
which we facilitate dialogue, a local 
ground up meeting of groups, rather 
than broader annoyance, is needed 
before, and indeed in which, we can 
fulfill our discursive research aims of 
undoing any negatively ubiquitous, 
modern, and racist, policy which has 
become entrenched as common 
sense.  
 
Conclusion 
Within this paper I have aimed to 
overview of the philosophical position 
of postmodernism, the relationship 
between language use, and discourse 
and suggest we need to find new ways 
in which it can be constructed and 
utilized during social interaction 
between policy makers and 
researchers. If our concern is refugee 
inclusion, we cannot avoid the 
nuances of discourse and how it 
effects, and those effected by, the 
emergence of refugees and asylum 
seekers as a major issue in Western 
or developed nations. Coming to terms 
with the power of discourse to 
dismantle negative discourses, and 
build anew, means disseminating this 
power as a viable and non threatening 
resource to the political audience is 
critical to future research and policy 
development vis-a-vis refugees in 
Western nation.  
I have argued that words do things, 
and sometimes those words, and the 
very things they do, need to be 
undone, and replaced. In the case of 
creating social inclusion, in many ways 
most discursive the work converges 
on a critique of modernist policy.  But 
the only way to replace modernism is 
to become fully postmodern 
researchers. We must design research 
that does not confront funders or 
policy makers, but which can work 
through them, and in so doing all the 
while open up inclusionary discourses. 
This is often an uneasy task. To 
achieve anything, I believe we need to 
try.  Spears (1997), in reference to the 
postmodern writer Lyotard, has 
suggested if you are going to get out 
the Lyotard you must be prepared to 
wear it. Perhaps if we  share that 
awkward humanity, we might realize 
more starkly just how we are here to 
help each other, and help the ‘other’. 
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Abstract 
This paper is based on an evaluation of a Cultural and Linguistically Diverse (CaLD) Youth 
Sport, Recreation and Leisure Project conducted in Perth, Western Australia by researchers 
from Edith Cowan University on behalf of the Department of Sport and Recreation (DSR). 
The purpose of the Cultural and Linguistically Diverse (CaLD) Youth Sport, Recreation and 
Leisure Project which was facilitated by the City of Stirling (CoS Project) was to develop links 
between mainstream sport and recreation organisations, clubs and facilities in the CoS and 
young people from CaLD backgrounds. The authors of this paper were contracted by DSR to 
evaluate the Project over a two year period (2007-2008) in a two phase outcome evaluation. 
The purpose of the evaluation was to document the extent to which the Project had achieved 
its intended outcomes; to document barriers to the achievement of outcomes and; to 
document whether, and how, barriers to achievement of outcomes have been overcome. 
The primary target group is young people from CaLD backgrounds from new and emerging 
communities, particularly African young people as they dominated the refugee intake to the 
CoS (between 2001-2009). The paper provides new and useful insights into the resettlement 
needs and issues facing not only refugees in general, but young refugees and the ways in 
which sport, in the host country, may or may not facilitate the integration process. We use 
the term African with caution in this paper and understand it incorporates many nations; 
however it is used in the paper for a reference point. This paper is based on the final report 
submitted to DSR in May 2009, titled Evaluation of The City of Stirling CALD Youth Sport 
and Recreation Project. The basis of this paper’s structure and conclusions are based on 
this report. 
 
Key Words: Youth Refugees, Sport and Resettlement, Evaluation and Refugee Programs 
 
 
Introduction 
Integrating refugees into developed 
nations (host nations) from war torn or 
poverty stricken nations, especially Africa 
and the Middle East, has proven more 
complex than most expected. In particular 
in Australia, host policy-makers, refugee 
service providers and community agencies 
have struggled to cope with the influx of 
the recent wave of refugees and there 
have often been problems vis-a-vis the 
integration process, which in turn has 
attracted much negative attention. Many 
interventions have been adopted to 
facilitate speedier integration and to muffle 
the noises of discontent from media 
outlets and select politicians who oppose 
immigration from specific groups (usually 
Africa and Islamic nations) based on the 
argument that ‘they will not integrate’ with 
the host culture and, indeed, pose a threat 
to national security. One such intervention, 
the focus of this paper, is a sport youth 
program delivered in one of the largest city 
councils (the City of Stirling or CoS) in 
Perth, the capital city of Western Australia. 
Perth has accepted a large number of 
African refugees since 2001 and by 2009 
they formed the largest refugee entrant 
group to this city. 
 
The City of Stirling (CoS)  
The CoS Project – as it will now be called 
- was implemented in 2006, and in 2007 
researchers from Edith Cowan University 
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were contracted to evaluate the program. 
The authors of this paper were co-
investigators of the research and 
employed research assistants to complete 
data analysis and other tasks. The 
evaluation was a two year endeavour and 
its results form the basis of this paper. 
While the results of the evaluative 
research form the backbone of this paper, 
there is a strong message contained 
within the exploration of these results 
about the difficulties, barriers and 
successes experienced by the CoS 
Project. Hence, wider lessons can be 
learned by other agencies and indeed host 
nations vis-a-vis using sports programs to 
better integrate refugees. A more 
important ‘research’ lesson was actually 
using the narratives of the refugees 
themselves to impact funding agencies 
and government bodies. This was a 
difficult task and examples will be provided 
below. 
 
Project Background 
The City of Stirling Cultural and 
Linguistically Diverse (CaLD) Youth Sport, 
Recreation and Leisure Project (Project) is 
a three-year funded Project (September 
2006 – September 2009). The purpose of 
the Project is to develop links between 
main sport and recreation organisations, 
clubs and facilities in the CoS and young 
people from CaLD backgrounds. The 
purpose of the final evaluation of the CoS 
Project was to document the extent to 
which the Project has achieved its 
intended outcomes, to document barriers 
to the achievement of outcomes and to 
document whether, and how, barriers to 
achievement of outcomes have been 
overcome. This Project was developed in 
partnership between the City of Stirling 
(CoS), the Department of Sport and 
Recreation (DSR), and the Office of 
Multicultural Interests (OMI). The DSR has 
funded the majority of the Project, and the 
City of Stirling and OMI have also 
contributed significantly.  
 
Target Group 
The primary target group were young 
people from CaLD backgrounds from new 
and emerging communities, particularly 
African young people and young people 
from a refugee or humanitarian entrant 
background. According to the Project’s 
terms of reference, countries of origin for 
the primary target group were: 
Afghanistan, Burma (Myanmar), Chad, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, 
Eritrea, Ethiopia, Guinea, Iran, Iraq, 
Kenya, Liberia, Nigeria, Rwanda, Republic 
of Congo, Sudan, Somalia, Sierra Leone, 
Togo, Tanzania, Uganda. Specific 
countries of origin excluded from this 
target group are Zimbabwe and South 
Africa. 
 
The Project objectives were to: 
• Increase the participation rates 
of members of the target 
groups in sport, physical 
activity   and leisure;  
• Increase the utilisation of 
facilities by target group 
members; 
• Increase the number of 
sporting club memberships by 
target group members; and  
• Establish partnerships 
between CoS sport, recreation 
and leisure providers and peak 
ethnic groups. 
 
An anticipated outcome of the Project is 
that social inclusion and acceptance of 
difference will be encouraged throughout 
the wider CoS community1. 
 
Methodology 
The research design included three 
phases of data collection: the baseline 
data collection, the literature review and 
the main data collection. In the baseline 
data collection (Stage 1), data was 
collected from three sources: a 
questionnaire sent to all sporting clubs; 
interviews with key stakeholders 
(government agencies, NGOs and ethnic 
organisations); and an audit of Project 
record-keeping processes for attendance 
and participation. The main data collection 
(Stage 2) involved re-interviewing the 
                                                          
1 Project objectives taken directly from the final 
endorsed Terms of Reference for the Project 
Performance Management Committee (PPMC) of 
the CoS Project. 
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NGO and ethnic organisations and 
government agencies; a sample of the 
target group utilising the Herb Graham 
Sports Centre, a sample of the target 
group who have taken on leadership roles 
and a sample of sport and recreation clubs 
who are participating in the Brokerage 
System. A literature search was 
conducted using Meta Quest to search for 
recent and relevant scholarly journals to 
inform understanding of young people’s 
participation in sports, leisure and 
recreation from CaLD backgrounds in 
Australian and international contexts.  
 
The Project evaluation makes use of an 
‘Action Learning’ framework. An Action 
Learning methodology was used because 
the methods used within the Project to be 
evaluated could not be pre-determined. 
One purpose of the CoS Project was to 
adapt Project methods to achieve 
intended overarching Project outcomes, 
and where necessary to modify Project 
KPIs. For this reason, the evaluation 
process had to incorporate periodic review 
and reflection on progress, barriers and 
practice. An Action Learning framework 
was suited to these requirements. Within 
an Action Learning framework the purpose 
of data gathering is to determine progress 
towards intended outcomes and to identify 
any aspects of the Project implementation 
that need to change. Data were collected 
at intervals during the Project, and 
reviewed collaboratively with the PPMC 
(The Project’s Management Committee).  
 
Figure 1: Action Learning 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This paper presents a comparison 
between the baseline data collected 
during the early stages of the project 
(Stage 1 began in June 2007) and the 
main data collection (Stage 2 began in 
July 2008 – see Timeline below). The 
baseline data have been used as a 
reference point to show ‘distance travelled’ 
throughout the project, including both 
summative and formative elements. 
 
The purpose of Stage 1 data collection 
was to gather baseline data against which 
the project’s achievements could be 
measured. This data was used to inform 
decisions about change during the project. 
The main purpose of the data collection 
was to detail the changes that occurred as 
the program progressed.  
 
The Project objectives provided a 
reference point for both the baseline 
(Stage 1) and main data collection (Stage 
2) phases to produce comparative 
alignment between the objectives and the 
evaluation of the Project. The use of an 
Action Learning framework enabled the 
project objectives to remain fluid 
throughout the life of the Project. Table 1 
details the project objectives and the data 
collection phases that informed the 
evaluation. 
 
Table 1:  Project objectives and data usage 
Objective Baseline data 
(Stage 1) 
Main data 
collection 
The extent 
to which 
the 
Project 
has met 
its stated 
objectives 
Establish a 
comprehensive 
baseline against 
which the Project’s 
achievements can 
be measured. 
Summative 
review of the 
overall 
achievements 
of the Project, 
in conjunction 
with the 
reference 
group (PPMC) 
Has 
increased 
the 
participati
on rate of 
the target 
group in 
sport, 
recreation 
and 
leisure; 
Baseline survey of 
sports clubs, 
facilities utilisation, 
and reports from 
non-government 
and ethic 
community groups 
about usage and 
leisure 
Changes in 
levels of 
participation 
as compared 
with baseline 
data 
Has 
increased 
the 
number of 
Baseline survey of 
sports clubs to 
measure initial 
levels of 
Changes in 
memberships 
reported by 
sporting clubs 
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club 
membersh
ips and 
utilisation 
of 
facilities; 
 
participation 
 
and in 
utilisation of 
facilities as 
compared with 
baseline data 
Subsequent 
data collection 
interviews with 
a sample of 
sports clubs 
that are 
involved in the 
Brokerage 
System 
Has 
establishe
d 
partnershi
ps 
between 
the CoS, 
sport, 
recreation 
and 
leisure 
providers 
and peak 
ethnic 
groups.  
 
Interviews with 
ethnic, government 
and non-
government 
community groups 
to determine the 
initial levels of 
partnership and 
collaboration. 
Data collected by 
SPO on networks 
Comparison 
between 
networks at 
the end of the 
Project and in 
the early 
stages 
The extent 
to which 
local sport 
and 
recreation 
service 
providers 
have 
adopted 
inclusive 
practices 
into their 
service 
delivery.  
 
Survey to 
determine 
awareness of 
recreation 
providers of the 
special needs of 
target group and of 
inclusive practices 
Re-survey to 
identify 
changes. 
Compare with 
findings at 
baseline 
 
 
Baseline data (Stage 1) was collected 
from multiple sources: a questionnaire 
sent to all sporting clubs; interviews with 
key stakeholders; and an audit of Project 
record-keeping processes for attendance 
and participation. Nvivo 7 software was 
used to organise interview data to enable 
common themes to be extracted. These 
themes have been used to provide 
qualitative information about stakeholder 
initial perceptions prior to the project.  
 
In the main data collection (Stage 2) key 
stakeholders were re-interviewed. The 
purpose of this was to find out whether 
and how their perceptions had changed 
during the course of the project. 
Stakeholders interviewed included NGO 
and ethnic organisations and government 
agencies; samples of target groups who 
use the Herb Graham Centre, samples of 
target groups who have taken on 
leadership roles, and samples of sport and 
recreation clubs who are participating in 
the Brokerage System. As in the baseline 
data collection, multiple data sources 
provide more opportunities to triangulate 
findings, increase confidence in 
information reliability and to identify gaps 
in provision. Nvivo 7 software was used to 
organise interview data to enable common 
themes to be extracted. These themes 
have been used to provide qualitative 
information about stakeholder whether 
and how stakeholder perceptions have 
changed during the project.  
 
Table 2 presents the relationship between 
the data elements and the research 
question. Data that was collected from 
NGO and ethnic organisations was used 
to measure the Project objectives.  
 
Table 2: Data elements, research questions 
and triangulation 
Project Objective Interviews 
NGO/ 
Gov/ethnic 
orgs 
Clubs Audit 
of 
records 
Literature 
review 
Has 
increased the 
participation 
rate of the 
target group 
in sport, 
recreation 
and leisure; 
Perceptions  Data 
from 
clubs 
Data 
from 
records 
Understanding 
of barriers and 
strategies for 
success 
Has 
increased the 
number of 
club 
memberships 
and 
utilisation of 
facilities; 
 
Changes in 
perceptions 
Data 
from 
clubs 
Data 
from 
records 
Understanding 
of why 
strategies 
worked 
Has 
established 
partnerships 
between the 
CoS, sport, 
recreation 
and leisure 
providers 
and peak 
ethnic 
groups.  
 
Data from 
ethnic orgs 
Data 
from 
clubs 
Data 
from 
records 
Understanding 
of barriers and 
strategies for 
success 
The extent to 
which local 
sport and 
recreation 
service 
providers 
have adopted 
inclusive 
Perceptions  Data 
from 
clubs 
Data 
from 
records 
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practices into 
their service 
delivery.  
 
 
Sample 
The sample for the sports clubs included 
all sports clubs registered with the City of 
Stirling in 2007. The sample of key 
stakeholders included all organisations 
nominated by the Office of Multicultural 
Interests. Interviews were conducted with: 
• Representatives of ethnic 
organisations; 
• Representatives of government 
organisations;  
• Representatives of non-
government organisations;  
• Representatives of sporting clubs;  
• Two focus groups of the target 
group and two individual interviews 
with target group representatives; 
• Three interviews with identified 
target group members in 
leadership roles; and 
• Interviews with the CoS Special 
Project Officer. 
 
Ethical considerations 
All data collected for this project have 
been de-identified and pseudonyms have 
been allocated. Representatives for the 
government, non-government and ethnic 
organisations involved with young people 
from CaLD backgrounds are referred to as 
AGENCY; the CoS sporting clubs 
surveyed in the baseline data collection as 
SC; the CoS sporting clubs who are using 
the Brokerage System as CLUB; members 
of the target group as TG; and members 
of the target group in leadership roles as 
LDR. Table 3 lists the pseudonyms 
allocated for the interviewees in the 
evaluation. Quotations used in the report 
are further labelled according to when they 
were collected: “B” for baseline data 
collection and “M” for main data collection. 
The quotations that appear in the report 
are indicative of the perceptions of those 
interviewed for the research. They were 
chosen as examples that best illustrated 
the emergent themes in the data collected. 
Table 3: Pseudonyms used for de-
identification of interviewees for both data 
collections 
Entity Pseudonym
Government, Non-government  
& Ethnic Organisations 
AGENCY 
Leaders Focus Groups and 
Interviews 
LDR 
Target Group 
Focus Groups and Interviews 
TG 
CoS Sporting Clubs 
Surveyed in Baseline Data 
Collection 
SC 
CoS Sporting Clubs 
Involved in Brokerage System 
CLUB 
  
 
 
Changes to the research plan and 
limitations of data 
It proved difficult to gather baseline data 
from the CoS sporting club 
representatives, partly because of 
problems with the initial list, but also 
because clubs are run by volunteers who 
did not necessarily consider that 
answering the questionnaire was a 
priority. Registered clubs received up to 
three mail outs of the questionnaire and 
up to three attempted telephone contact 
sessions. Of 151 sporting clubs on the 
original list of clubs within the CoS, 
twenty-seven completed the 
questionnaire. The low response rate was 
discussed with the research team and with 
the Project Performance Management 
Committee (PPMC) and it was agreed that 
this sample could be used as baseline line 
data. However, because of changes to 
project strategy the survey would not be 
repeated in the main data collection. 
 
It proved difficult to elicit involvement of 
nominated ethnic organisations, 
government and non-government 
organisations in the evaluation. Of the 
twenty-eight organisations originally listed 
for involvement in the evaluation, only six 
ethnic organisations, two non-government 
organisations and five government 
organisations agreed to participate in the 
baseline data collection, despite intensive 
effort on the part of the evaluators. This 
issue was even more problematic in the 
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main data collection, with only three ethnic 
organisations, two non-government 
organisations and two government 
organisations taking part. This group may 
have had their opinions sought frequently 
in the past and perceived no signs of 
change as a result of their participation. 
They may have suffered from ‘research 
fatigue’. To alleviate these problems, the 
main data collection sought participation 
from clubs using the Brokerage System. 
Initially, two of the six clubs declined to be 
involved, however one club later agreed to 
participate after discussions with the SPO. 
Three out of the four leaders selected by 
the SPO participated. One of the leaders 
declined to be involved because of a lack 
of proficiency in English and interpreters 
were not available to assist. Participants 
interviewed represented a range of 
perspectives and findings from these 
interviews are included in this report. 
Nevertheless, our problems provide a 
common cautionary tale among 
researchers attempting to make sense of 
refugee settlement issues in host nations 
– conflict between NGOs and government 
agencies, a lack of interest in outside 
research, and significant difficulties 
actually contacting stakeholders. This is a 
problem that must be overcome if refugee 
resettlement issues are to be brought out 
and resolved.  
 
Literature Review 
The review of literature found that the 
main barriers to the uptake of sport and 
recreation activities by young people from 
CaLD backgrounds were:  
• High cost of fees to join a main 
sporting club;  
• Lack of transport for CaLD families 
to attend training sessions and 
games;  
• Limited amount of time due to 
other commitments;  
• Lack of knowledge of how to play 
the game and the role of sporting 
clubs in general; and  
• Lack of interest in sport; and the 
perception that main sporting clubs 
are non-CaLD friendly and 
discriminatory  
See (Collins & Kay, 2003; Cortis, 
Sawrikar & Muir, 2007; HREOC, 
2007; Keogh, 2002; The Centre for 
Culture Ethnicity and Health, 2006; 
Human Rights & Equal Opportunity 
Commission, 2007; the Migrant 
Information Centre, 2005; Oliff, 
2007; Taylor & Doherty, 2005).  
 
 
The literature supports the strategy 
promoting the physical, social and mental 
benefits of sport to parents of young 
people from CaLD backgrounds (Vescio, 
Taylor & Toohey, 1999; Wilson, 1998). 
Strategies to promote inclusion 
recommended in the literature include: 
• Reduction of costs enables young 
people from CaLD backgrounds to 
join existing programs, sporting 
clubs and associations (MIC, 
2005);  
• Gender specific teams, sessions 
and programs increase sporting 
options and environments for 
females from CaLD backgrounds, 
resulting in greater participation of 
women and girls (CMYI, 2007a; 
MIC, 2005; Wilson, 1998); and 
• Sport uniforms, including bathers 
that are cultural acceptable to the 
target group.  
 
 
Stage 1 Findings 
The baseline data collection found that 
mainstream CoS sport and recreation 
clubs had had little prior contact with the 
target communities, had not thought about 
their special needs and were not aware of 
the Project. The baseline data also 
indicated that the SPO had concentrated 
her efforts on building relationships with 
the ethnic organisations, government and 
non-government organisations that assist 
young people from CaLD backgrounds. 
The baseline data also showed that the 
SPO had successfully developed 
programs to increase involvement in 
physical activity of young people from the 
target group to help them build skills. The 
SPO had also successfully facilitated 
increased usage of the Herb Graham 
recreation Centre by the target group.  
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The baseline data collection found that 
unless a program has DET (Department of 
Training) endorsement promotion of the 
Project was blocked in schools and 
colleges. The baseline data collection 
found that ethnic-specific clubs were 
developing within some ethnic 
communities. The main data collection 
confirmed that this was still the case and 
that more work needs to be done to 
encourage integration of young people 
into mainstream sporting clubs.  
 
The following barriers were identified in 
baseline data and the review of literature 
and emerged again in the mainstream 
data collection: 
 
Cost: Cost of participation in 
regular sport and recreation 
activities was constantly cited. The 
issue of club membership fees was 
specifically significant and inhibits 
CaLD youth from joining clubs. 
 
Time: Settlement into a new 
country produces added pressures 
on young people from CaLD 
backgrounds. Although the data 
collection revealed that many 
young people would like to 
participate in sport and recreational 
activities other activities such as 
work, education, and learning 
English take precedence. 
 
‘It’s just them having to settle into a 
new country, the language, about 
the ages of 18-30 young men have 
challenges of looking for work, at 
the same time as going to school, 
transport, their Centrelink 
requirement, all that sort of thing’ 
(AGENCYM). 
  
Transport: Many families from 
CaLD backgrounds do not have a 
family car. Young people from 
CaLD backgrounds rely heavily on 
public transport to get to and from 
sporting venues. This is particularly 
problematic when required to 
participate in ‘away2 games.  
 
Knowledge of the game rules: 
Young people from CaLD 
backgrounds are often unfamiliar 
with the rules of games played in 
Australia.  
 
Knowledge of sporting clubs: Young 
people from CaLD backgrounds have 
reported that they are unaware of which 
clubs to access when trying to participate 
in new sports. 
‘If I get an opportunity to join 
another club for different sport I 
would join. It’s really hard for me to 
find about….because I wanted to 
join soccer’ (TGM). 
  
Lack of interest: There is still a 
lack of interest evident in some 
young people from CaLD 
backgrounds in participating in 
regular sport and recreation 
activities. 
 
The following gender specific barriers that 
inhibit participation by young women were 
identified in baseline data and the review 
of literature: 
 
Confidence and self esteem 
issues: Young women from CaLD 
backgrounds face significant 
personal problems when 
participating in exercise programs. 
One participant has reported an 
increase in confidence. 
 
‘I was so shy. I couldn’t interact 
with them and now I’m fine with 
them’ (TGM). 
 
Privacy: Is a major barriers to 
young women,  public sporting 
events, ‘skimpy uniforms’ public 
exercise facilities and open change 
rooms are all barriers inhibiting 
participation. 
 
                                                          
2 By ‘away’ games we mean games played at other 
teams’ home grounds that may be several 
kilometres away from the player’s club grounds. 
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Stage 2 or Mainstream Findings 
When Stage 1 results were presented to 
the CoS, by the research team, there was 
a significant negative response ands the 
project staff believed that the evaluators 
had ‘got it wrong’. A special meeting was 
held and both the DSR, OMI and CoS, 
along with the evaluators met to resolve 
the conflict. However, after the research 
team had carefully explained the 
methodology, and specifically the analysis 
of narrative data, the CoS and both 
funding agencies agreed to change the 
way the program was delivered, the 
results below reflect these changes. All 
agencies agreed to change based on what 
was learned as a result of year one and 
the exploration of evaluation data. 
 
In the second year of the project, DSR 
revised the project targets (predominantly 
due to the fact that most of the clubs 
contacted had not adopted inclusive 
practices and the vast majority had not 
adopted any CaLD young people into their 
clubs – despite intensive information about 
the program being sent to all clubs in the 
CoS). The KPIs were changed to 
incorporate use of a Brokerage System to 
increase involvement of young people in 
mainstream sports and recreation clubs. 
The Brokerage System involves a select 
number of sports clubs or recreation 
centres in the CoS who are supported to 
mentor selected young people from CaLD 
backgrounds as members of their clubs. 
The clubs that are purposively targeted by 
the SPO are those from the revised 
contact list as well as sport and recreation 
clubs that have already made links with 
the target group through the SPO or other 
similar programs running within the 
community.  
 
The KPIs were adjusted for year two of the 
Project, these were to: 
• Strengthen partnerships between 
the CoS, sport/recreation/leisure 
providers and peak CaLD groups; 
• Increase utilisation rates of the 
target group in mainstream clubs 
and facilities in the CoS;  
• Increase participation rates of the 
target group in sport, recreation 
and leisure activities; 
• Increase capacity of sports and 
service providers to be more 
inclusive; 
• Increase capacity of the target 
group to provide a leadership role 
in accessing and participating in 
sport and recreation activities (eg. 
as coaches, organisers, 
administrators). 
 
The following 7 points highlight significant 
achievements of the project as a result of 
changes to its KPI’s and delivery methods.  
1) Increased participation rate of the 
target group in sport, recreation 
and leisure 
Increased participation did occur in 
the second year of the program as 
a result of the issues outlined 
above. The following narratives 
highlight these. 
 
‘I came to Australia. I came to this 
program. I just came in and they 
just took me as part of them and I 
know these people, I know they’re 
nice. I feel like I am special. I feel 
like people know me better now’ 
(LDRM). 
 
‘When I come here a few times 
there is a special program like for 
singing and a soccer program.  
The singing program I just come to 
watch and the soccer program I 
come to play. It’s great. Yes there 
is a different kind of sports that you 
can play and you can meet your 
friends here’ (TGM). 
 
‘I reckon people are the most 
friendly at this centre. Herb 
Graham is like quiet and easy 
going and especially like after 
school and stuff, you usually find 
people playing here every Friday. 
And usually sometimes like the 
SPO runs like Saturday, I mean 
Sunday programs like indoor 
soccer. Every Sunday for a month. 
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Julia did that last time and it was 
really great and a lot of people just 
come every Sunday and play 
sport and enjoy themselves and 
all this sort of stuff’ (TGM). 
 
One participant voiced the desire 
for the Project to increase. 
 
‘Well I would like to go to a bigger 
program and like, I want this 
program to be bigger so I can 
know more people’ (LDRM). 
 
Due to the adoption of the Brokerage 
System, and based on momentum built up 
by the SPO in 2007 and early 2008, the 
revised KPIs for this objective were met. 
 
2) Target group’s perceptions about 
inclusion in mainstream sporting 
clubs: The data has shown that some 
young people from CaLD backgrounds 
enjoy sport and want to be involved in 
clubs and recreation centres. Some 
young people have been sponsored to 
participate in sporting activities such 
as those involved in Capoiera 
(Brazilian Martial Arts). They see 
involvement in clubs as an avenue to 
make new friends and learn about 
different cultures. 
 
‘The club is so cool. We have a 
wonderful coach and I made new 
friends and they’re really cool’ 
(TGM). 
 
‘You get to know other people’s 
culture and to learn about them’ 
(TGM). 
 
3) Different sporting norms: The 
sporting environment is different in 
other countries with an emphasis on 
organised sport in Australia. 
 
‘In Africa you play for fun but here 
you play for winning’ (TGM). 
 
‘In Uganda we used to play at 
school but they didn’t consider it as 
clubs, as organised clubs. We 
didn’t get to play outside school’ 
(TGM). 
 
‘Here is more safe because in 
Africa we didn’t have shin pads or 
anything. Out in the street (when 
asked where they played in Africa). 
They just organised it themselves’ 
(TGM). 
 
‘In Africa you don’t play in a place 
like this, in a centre like this. You 
just play outside in the streets. We 
used to play basketball in the 
church, at the back of the church’ 
(TGM). 
 
4) Preferred sports nominated: The 
target group participants for this 
research indicated that young people 
from CaLD backgrounds would like to 
be involved in soccer, basketball, 
volleyball, netball and swimming. 
 
5) Increased number of club 
memberships and utilisation of 
facilities 
The CoS committed to a Brokerage 
System as a means to promote 
participation by young people in 
mainstream clubs. The baseline survey 
found some young people had joined 
soccer clubs. The main data collection 
found that through the Brokerage 
System and through links with 
additional NGOs and ethnic 
organisations greater numbers of 
young people from CaLD backgrounds 
had joined mainstream sporting clubs. 
6) Establish partnerships between the 
CoS, sport, recreation and leisure 
providers and peak ethnic groups 
 
The project has made considerable 
achievements in the development of 
programs that are CaLD specific, and 
in the relationships between the Project 
and NGO and ethnic organisations. 
The Herb Graham Centre has become 
a hub for young people from CaLD 
backgrounds to meet others from 
varying cultures and to participate in 
sport and recreational activities. The 
SPO has made others aware of the 
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barriers to participation by this group 
and strategies to overcome these 
barriers including providing venues that 
are culturally inclusive.  
 
‘We have become a peak pass 
provider for the City of Stirling 
Community in Clubs Program, and 
this has been a tremendous boost 
for facilitating the entry of youth 
into local sports clubs, as financial 
problems are one of the main 
barriers for CaLD and Indigenous 
youth to enter into structured sport’ 
(AGENCYM). 
 
‘The SPO just gives us lots of 
support. She has helped with the 
Brokerage System. If there are 
things that I am worried about she 
is my support network. She is the 
person that I link with’ (CLUBM). 
 
‘It has been great to see the Rec 
centre become a utilised space 
that young people from various 
cultures feel comfortable to attend 
and be active in’ (AGENCYM). 
 
‘Through the City of Stirling Special 
Projects Officer, the entry of CaLD 
and Indigenous youth into 
structured sporting clubs has been 
made easier. The financial 
assistance, the contact information 
and the close coordination has 
been integral in targeting these 
youth with more effectiveness’ 
(AGENCYM). 
 
These comments indicate that 
stakeholders value the objectives of the 
Project, and are keen to engage with 
and partner with the Project, working 
through the SPO. 
 
The Project has also enabled non-
government and ethnic organisations to 
successfully link with mainstream sport 
and recreation clubs: 
 
‘We have come into contact with 
a number of sports and recreation 
clubs as a result of the SPO’s 
program. These include: East 
Perth Basketball Association, 
West Coasters Netball Club, 
Subiaco Football Club and 
Sorrento Surf Lifesaving Club’ 
(AGENCYM). 
 
The SPO is the first port of call by the 
ethnic organisations when help is 
required to initiate a sporting program 
for the target group.  
 
‘What we have done is that we 
have set in place a pastoral care 
system and a tiered system within 
our club to enable to cope with 
the girls especially the Indigenous 
and the CaLD girls. That was 
through contact with the SPO and 
getting the heads up with that to 
be able to work and be 
successful and to be sustainable. 
The SPO just gives us lots of 
support. She has helped with the 
brokerage system. If there are 
things that I am worried about 
she is my support network. She is 
the person that I link with’ 
(CLUBM). 
 
‘First thing is income, the 
resources, they are the major 
barriers. In terms of resources, 
what is available and what is 
available to the community? Do 
the family have the resources to 
afford sport? Particularly when it 
is not as important as other things 
to the family’ (CLUBM). 
 
‘One of the major impediments to 
young men from migrant 
communities utilising sports clubs 
and rec centres is the fact that 
most of them work hard to make 
a small amount of money. 
Whether it is full time work or part 
time work and study, many young 
men are having difficulty making 
ends meet in the current 
economic climate. This may leave 
them little time and energy to play 
sport’ (AGENCYM). 
7) Facilitate sport and recreation 
service providers to have adopted 
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inclusive practices into their service 
delivery. 
 
Some clubs actively promote their 
activities to potential CaLD members by 
handing out flyers, providing free public 
performances, through internet web 
pages, putting up information posters, and 
word of mouth. 
 
‘We have a website, we have a 
forum for members; we are linked 
to Football West which is the 
governing body for soccer in WA 
so we are on their website. We 
advertise for coaches and players 
for each season in the local papers 
and we put up signs around the 
area as well. We approach the 
schools in the area for juniors and 
we get involved with programs like 
the CaLD program’ (CLUBM). 
 
Some clubs identified in the main data 
collection recognised the difficulties young 
people from CaLD backgrounds may have 
with the English language and individuals 
within these clubs are assisting. 
 
‘We try to be as helpful as 
possible, when it comes to 
explaining to them the forms they 
have to complete and what our 
rules and regulations are’ 
(CLUBM). 
 
Some clubs in the CoS have placed an 
increased focus on integrating young 
people from CaLD backgrounds as new 
members. Some sporting clubs have 
members who take it upon themselves to 
assist people from CaLD backgrounds 
when they join. 
 
‘We obviously help facilitate the 
forms to be filled out.  If the 
language is a language that other 
people can speak we get help from 
the students’ (CLUBM). 
 
Sport and recreation clubs require support 
from the CoS to increase their CaLD 
membership. Funding for transport, fees 
subsidies, uniforms and equipment was 
the most common type of support 
indicated in the main data collection. 
 
‘We have a lot of kids. We 
subsidise a lot of our kids, it puts 
quite a bit of financial pressure on 
the club doing that. Any program 
that helps us do that, getting kids 
down there, is something that we 
are very interested in being 
involved in’ (CLUBM). 
 
‘Well the biggest step for us is 
funding.  Transport- we would love 
a bus more than anything. We 
supply their uniforms, their 
affiliation, and their registration. 
We have 53 girls both of 
Indigenous and CaLD 
backgrounds. We have to get 
funding, funding is crucial and 
transport is an issue’ (CLUBM). 
 
In summary, using the Brokerage System 
and targeting clubs was successful, albeit 
a small number of clubs were ‘brokered’, 
but this is one of the most important 
lessons learned in the research process, 
small steps are critical, large interventions 
with wide ranging terms of reference did 
not work, government agencies or policy-
makers, clubs and CaLD youth 
themselves do not respond in macro-
environs, it requires hands on small scale 
interactions that are ‘humanising’ and 
based on perceptions, beliefs, 
experiences and dream, all the realm of 
the narrative. 
 
 
Findings and Recommendations 
The project used a range of strategies to 
encourage utilisation of sporting clubs by 
young people from CaLD backgrounds, 
including awareness programs, 
engagement programs, skill development 
programs, holiday programs, leadership 
programs, programs for girls only, and a 
Brokerage System. The following barriers 
to participation were identified and remain 
important: 
• Cost of participation in regular 
sport and recreation activities;  
• Time constraints;  
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• Transport;  
• Unfamiliarity with game rules;  
• Lack of knowledge about sports 
and recreation clubs; 
• Lack of interest; 
• Attitudes towards physical activity; 
• Confidence and self esteem 
issues; and 
• Privacy concerns. 
 
The evaluation found that the project had 
achieved the first objective, which was to 
increase the participation rate of the target 
group in sport, recreation and leisure. In 
particular, the Herb Graham Centre has 
become a hub for young people from 
CaLD backgrounds. Culturally, sport and 
recreation is slowly becoming valued as 
part of a healthy lifestyle but this has not 
yet extended into young women from 
CaLD backgrounds joining mainstream 
sport and recreation clubs. Lack of 
availability of child minding facilities and 
fewer gender specific sporting programs 
inhibit participation by young women.  
 
The evaluation found an increase in the 
number of club memberships and in 
utilisation of facilities. This was achieved 
through a ‘Brokerage’ system. At the time 
of writing, six sport and recreation clubs in 
the City of Stirling are using the Brokerage 
System and a small number of the target 
group have joined clubs as a result of this 
initiative.  This is a marked improvement in 
2007 when none of the registered clubs 
were proactive. 
 
However, many clubs within the CoS 
require further assistance to develop 
CaLD inclusive practices and we 
recommended that government agencies, 
sports clubs and associations and policy-
makers adopt the following. 
1.  
• Aim to consolidate and extend the 
reach of the Brokerage System. 
The clubs involved with the 
Brokerage System reported 
success in integrating young 
people from CaLD backgrounds 
into mainstream sport and 
recreation clubs; 
• Further educate clubs about 
barriers to participation. The initial 
survey of clubs revealed that most 
clubs within the City of Stirling 
lacked awareness of the special 
needs of the target group. 
• Maintain a ‘dual support’ process 
for young people simultaneously, 
working with young people in the 
target group to develop knowledge 
and skills, and mainstream sports 
clubs to help them recognise when 
additional support and 
encouragement may be required; 
• Respond constructively to ethnic-
specific clubs that have formed 
and enable young people who join 
these clubs to make the transition 
to participation in mainstream sport 
if they wish (ethno-specific clubs 
are generally not supported by 
government agencies in Western 
Australia);  
• Develop proactive gender-specific 
strategies for young women from 
CaLD backgrounds who face more 
barriers to participation than other 
groups;  
• Review training and support for 
young leaders and extend or 
intensify the training and support if 
necessary; and 
• There is some evidence from 
interviews and the literature that 
sports clubs provide a stepping-
stone to participation in 
mainstream sport, but there is little 
support for policy to perpetuate 
long-term ethnic separation in 
sport. Additional strategies need to 
be developed to help players make 
the transition between ethnic-
specific teams and mainstream 
sports clubs. 
 
Conclusion 
Using a sports program to facilitate the 
integration of refugee young people into 
Western host nations is relatively 
innovative program intervention. The CoS 
project discussed in this paper provides 
unique insights into the specific challenges 
and experiences faced by the target 
group, service providers and policy-
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makers when implementing such a 
program. In the course of what seemed a 
straightforward evaluation, the authors of 
this paper discovered that a simple and 
novel idea (to use sport to reach out to 
refugee youth and the wider community) 
was indeed quite the opposite. 
Implementing the program proved quite 
complex and required constant changes 
and fine tuning, as well as problems that 
centred around structural disadvantage, 
socio-economic issues and cultural 
ideologies that all surfaced in the 
research, as did some positive findings. 
Another important finding was that sports 
programs for refugee young people should 
consider using a Brokerage approach 
rather than an interventionist approach, 
and that while the ‘host community’, sports 
clubs and associations may feel that they 
have adopted inclusive policies and 
strategies, more research is required to 
determine if this is the case. Such 
research should focus on a lack of 
education, awareness, resources and sub-
conscious ethnocentrism for example. 
Finally, the original methodology chosen 
was quantitatively dominant, when instead 
it should have been the opposite, a 
qualitatively dominant approach relying on 
narratives to help policy-makers and 
program staff understand what was 
happening (and not happening) at the 
ground level. Thankfully, after some 
consultation, the data narrative ‘spoke for 
itself’, and the research and the project 
moved on to be successful. 
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Abstract 
The increasing emphasis placed on evidence-based policy in government and community 
organisations presents some interesting challenges and potential opportunities in the area of 
immigration research. Policy in this area, perhaps more so than any other, has been influenced 
by various public discourses that to a considerable extent have been devoid of an evidence-
base. The area is therefore ripe territory for academics to construct a more critically oriented 
approach to evidence-based policy that aims for greater transparency and justification grounded 
in research findings. This paper outlines how evidence-based research can move beyond being 
research for policies to being research of policies through critically evaluating immigration and 
resettlement policies in terms of their objectives, relevance and effectiveness through the lens 
of program evaluation. The case of the Australian government’s cultural integration program for 
refugee settlers will be examined, with the lessons learned from a program that attempted to 
link Muslim youth to community sporting clubs being discussed in relation to the critical 
approach outlined.    
 
Key words: evidence-based policy, Muslim youth, program evaluation, immigration policy 
 
Introduction 
The shift towards evidence-based policy-
making in community planning theoretically 
provides greater opportunity for academic 
researchers to play an increased role in 
informing social policy and programs. 
However much of this drive seems to be 
about research for policies rather than 
research of policies, and lacks a critical, 
open-ended inquiry that seeks to determine 
whether the policies are rational to begin 
with, relevant to the objectives sought, and 
ultimately effective. This raises the question 
of how researchers associated with critical 
and deconstructionist theoretical 
perspectives might deal with the 
ideological/discursive underpinnings of 
State policy that is seen to be primarily 
aimed at the social control of populations. 
This is no more apparent than in the area of 
immigration policy, which in many countries 
has been driven by xenophobic fears 
concerning socio-cultural integration, 
national security, job losses and other 
perceived threats, often with racist 
overtones.    
In this paper this issue will be addressed 
through an examination of recent Australian 
immigration policies that aim to integrate 
Muslim communities with mainstream 
community life. In 2005-06 this policy was 
explicitly linked to the National Action Plan 
(NAP) that essentially aims to acculturate 
new Muslim arrivals in traditional Australian 
values, reducing racial intolerance and 
avoiding the development of separatist 
cultures that might promote terrorist activity. 
One particular recommendation of the NAP 
(2005) will be the focus of discussion – 
support for sport placement programs that 
seek to integrate Muslim children with 
mainstream sporting clubs. The 
experiences of the authors in managing a 
placement program that aimed to do just 
this, but ultimately failed to elicit the 
enthusiasm of participants who had other 
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ideas on how best to organise themselves 
in relation to sport, will provide an insight 
into the disjunctures that can sometimes 
exist between national policy goals and 
community goals, and the manner in which 
academic researchers might seek to 
promote a more critically-oriented evidence-
based approach to policy that seeks to 
conduct research of, not just research for, 
government policy initiatives. Further, it 
seeks to do this, not through policy analysis 
alone, but through program evaluation that 
is mindful of the implications and impacts of 
policy.  
Three main stages are characterised as 
being involved in a critically-oriented 
evidence-based approach: an evaluation of 
policy objectives (which determines the 
point of the policy); an evaluation of policy 
relevance (which determines whether the 
policy is practical); and an evaluation of 
policy effectiveness (which determine 
whether the policy does what it intends to 
do). It is argued that these aspects of policy 
assessment can be partly addressed 
through critical oriented program evaluation 
that not only investigates program aspects 
but also the policies that underlie them, 
serving as a lens to their evidence-base. An 
evaluation of a program that sought to 
involve Muslim youth in sport will be used to 
illustrate.    
 
Australian immigration policy and 
evidence-based research 
Australian immigration policy has had a 
long history as one based largely on an 
irrational fear of the ‘Other’ and imagined 
threats to national security and something 
referred to as the “Australian way of life” 
(Northcote, Hancock & Casimiro, 2007) The 
Immigration Restriction Act 1901 was 
enacted in the first year of Federation, 
limiting immigration to those with linguistic 
and cultural similarity to the mostly British-
born settlers. The racial underpinnings of 
the policy were openly admitted, with the 
Australian government themselves referring 
to it as the ‘White Australia’ policy. The 
experience of World War II produced a 
national security concern for Australia’s low 
population base, which was felt to be 
insufficient to defend the nation (Collins, 
1988). Consequently, Australia opened its 
doors to refugees from war-torn Europe 
who were linguistically and culturally 
different from the dominant Anglo-
Australian culture. A new policy was 
needed to ensure the protection of 
‘Australian’ values, and the assimilation 
policy was devised, which saw refugees 
selected on the basis of their potential to be 
‘Australianised’ (for example, Greeks and 
Italians were selected over people from 
other nationalities). Finally, the policy of 
multiculturalism was introduced in the 
1970s to allow Asian immigrants to be 
admitted, particularly those from Vietnam 
which Australia felt a moral obligation to 
accept as part of its participation in the 
South-East Asian conflict. With the policy of 
multiculturalism, it was accepted that 
Australia could harmoniously exist as a 
culturally diverse society, yet the integration 
of migrant groups was still a paramount 
objective (see Jupp, 1998 and Jureidini, 
2002 for an overview of Australian 
immigration history), 
In the 1990s unauthorised arrivals from 
Asia and the Middle East, and increasing 
number of refugees accepted from Muslim 
countries, reinforced the association of 
immigration policy with national security. 
The Howard Government was criticised for 
using the “illegal immigrant” threat as an 
election boost (see Betts 1999, 2002; 
Steketee, 2002). After the 9/11 attacks and 
Bali bombings, the integration of Muslim 
arrivals became a high priority (Muslim 
Youth Summit Report, 2007). Following the 
London terrorist bombings, the Council of 
Australian Governments held a Special 
Meeting on Counter-Terrorism convened by 
the Prime Minister, the State Premiers, the 
Chief Ministers of the Australian Capital 
Territory and the Northern Territory and the 
President of the Australian Local 
Government Association (Council of 
Australian Governments, 2005). A number 
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of security initiatives were developed at this 
meeting, ranging from increased 
surveillance of public spaces, preventative 
detention laws and a blueprint for counter-
terrorism emergency exercises. Amongst 
them, and seemingly the odd-one out in a 
list of hard-line measures, was the National 
Action Plan (NAP), an initiative “to 
strengthen links with Australian Muslim 
communities and promote respect and 
understanding” (2005:3). The Department 
of Immigration and Citizenship, then the 
Department of Immigration and 
Multiculturalism and Indigenous Affairs 
(DIMIA), was vested with the task of 
overseeing NAP, which together with its 
Living in Harmony (LIH) program, involves a 
national funding scheme to support 
community initiatives to promote 
multicultural harmony. 
NAP continues Australia’s long-held 
association between immigration and fears 
of an erosion of traditional Australian 
values, but associates it with national 
security concerns in a way quite different 
from the post World War II desire to bring 
migrants into the country for national 
defence purposes. The shift in the 1970s to 
a humanitarian program that saw Australia 
take on the responsibility of accommodating 
refugees from war-torn countries, many of 
them Muslim, led the Australian government 
into a predicament after the terrorist threat 
cast suspicion on Muslims. It brought to the 
fore the conflict between an open-arms 
approach to those dispossessed and 
seeking asylum, and the traditional 
xenophobia that views foreigners as a 
threat to the Australian way of life (NAP, 
2005). 
There is little evidence that Muslim 
communities in Australia could develop into 
fertile breeding grounds for home-grown 
terrorists. It is probably fair to say that 
certain aspects of Muslim culture are in 
conflict with Australian values, particularly 
chauvinistic views on women that are 
prevalent among some sections of the 
Muslim community. But these are not 
altogether absent from the wider 
community, and are at any rate not what 
lies behind the government’s fear about 
national security. Religious differences are 
often exaggerated, and there is really 
nothing distinctive about Muslim values 
when compared with, say, fundamentalist 
Christian views, which equally frown upon 
alcohol use, revealing clothing and other 
religious mores (see Bouma,1994, Bouma 
& Brace-Govan, 2000).Views advocating 
holy jihads against ‘the West’ and other 
inflammatory discourse have not been a 
notable feature of the public voice of Muslim 
leaders. Furthermore, the notion that 
Muslim immigrants do not mix well with the 
wider community is rather presumptuous 
given that many are first generation 
Australians. To the extent that some 
sections of the Muslim community have 
struggled to integrate with the surrounding 
community, this is mostly due to a variety of 
socio-economic barriers to wider community 
participation (Northcote, Hancock & 
Casimiro, 2006; Casimiro, Hancock & 
Northcote, 2007), which should probably be 
the prime focus of resettlement policy rather 
than concerns about Australian values. 
Also, the notion of what actually qualifies as 
“integration” has never been properly 
defined. Muslim people go shopping, attend 
universities, are part of the workplace, are 
seen at the beach and parks, and will go 
along to major sporting events such as the 
cricket much like other Australians.  
However, despite the lack of evidence for 
any widespread failure regarding cultural 
integration of Muslim communities, we 
would sympathise with the position that it 
would be irresponsible of government not to 
pursue a preventative program that seeks 
to promote mutual understanding and 
tolerance as one of a suite of measures. 
The fact is that acts of home-land terrorism 
do happen, and if left unchecked might 
increase if pockets of disaffection within the 
wider community come to offer support for 
terrorist networks. The benefits of 
promoting mutual understanding also 
extend well beyond national security 
concerns, and so in principle there should 
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be no objection to policies that promote 
cultural inclusion, as long as it is done in a 
culturally sensitive and supportive way and 
with recognition that other measures that 
support socio-economic wellbeing also 
need to be promoted. This brings us to the 
specific ways policies are implemented and 
the programs they support, and how 
academics can assess the value of both 
through evaluation-based research.  
From research for policies to research of 
policies 
Carol Weiss (1986, 1988) has identified a 
number of models of the relationship 
between researchers and policy. Weiss 
sees research as a diffuse process which 
seeps into the consciousness of 
policymakers from a variety of sources 
rather than having a direct relationship. 
Others such as Patton (1997) see the need 
for a much more direct relationship between 
research and policy and argue that 
researchers should take steps to ensure 
their research is used in a much more 
explicit way than does Weiss.  Both Weiss 
and Patton have attempted to address the 
problem of evidence based research and its 
utilisation. Some scholars have focused on 
the problem of underuse rather than use of 
social research and sought to explain why 
much social research is ignored by policy 
makers. 
A clear example is in National policy 
agendas that are rarely grounded in 
evidence, but rather in government ideology 
and media representations, and perhaps 
also partly in a risk-aversive approach, 
which means that if there is no strong 
evidence one way or the other, then a 
government will take action ‘just in case’ to 
avoid the possibility of a worst-case 
scenario. Researchers and practitioners 
within government and community 
organisations find themselves having to 
work within these agendas as the defining 
parameters of what they examine and how 
they examine it. As Stephen Ball (1997) 
notes: “Policies do not normally tell you 
what to do; they create circumstances in 
which the range of options available in 
deciding what to do is narrowed or changed 
or particular goals or outcomes are set” 
(p.270). Academic researchers are, 
theoretically speaking (although not always 
in practice), able to work outside these 
parameters, and in this respect their scope 
of what counts as an ‘evidence-base’ for 
policy can be much more extensive and 
involve more critical theoretical and 
deconstructionist elements. For immigration 
and settlement policies, such an approach 
is sorely needed. 
Moore (1996, p. 159) highlights the 
difference between research ‘of’ policy and 
research 'for' policy: "The former positions 
the standpoint of the field, the latter is 
positioned by it”. The distinction is pivotal 
when it comes to working out what 
governments might mean by ‘evidence-
based policies,’ because there is a big 
difference between policy-makers who view 
research as an aid to better implementing 
their initiatives, and those who view 
research as a critical tool for evaluating 
policies. There have been different labels 
used to distinguish these two approaches, 
but the term “technical-rationality” aptly 
sums up the first approach and “critical-
evaluative” sums up the second (Gewirtz, 
2004).  For the most part, policy-makers 
view evidence-based research in terms of a 
technical-rational perspective. For example, 
the US Coalition for Evidence Based Policy 
aims to “promote government policy-making 
based on rigorous evidence of program 
effectiveness” (2002:1), a view that has 
come to dominate the discourse of 
evidence based policy as it has been 
utilised by governments and community 
groups elsewhere. 
Gewirtz (2004), talking about the problems 
of researchers getting involved in technical-
rational (what she calls “engineering”) 
research, remarks:   
One of the common ways in which this 
dilemma manifests itself is in 
decisions about whether to participate 
in narrowly focused government-
sponsored evaluation studies which 
Northcote & Casimiro 
 177 
can either be seen as an opportunity 
to smuggle critical perspectives into 
mainstream projects or as a means of 
being co-opted into projects and 
policies that may well have 
predominantly oppressive 
consequences... (p.17). 
Marston and Watts (2003) see a danger in 
social researchers being co-opted into 
government policy agendas with a technical 
approach to evaluation that ignores the 
critical dimension. They remark: 
... if advocating evidence-based policy 
means proposing that policy-making 
can be reduced to the technical 
calculation of effectiveness and 
costing of well-defined policy options 
then the answer much be ‘no’ (p.158). 
They assert further: 
There is a risk that ‘evidence-based 
policy’ will become a means for policy 
elites [to] increase their strategic 
control over what constitutes 
knowledge about social problems in a 
way that devalues tacit forms of 
knowledge, practice based wisdom, 
professional judgment, and the voices 
of ordinary citizens (p.158). 
University researchers would seem to be 
ideally placed to perform the function of 
evaluation watch-dog, except that often 
they do not get to see the research briefs 
that government agencies commission, nor 
have they developed a critical apparatus for 
assessing them even when they do.  
Putting aside the issue of how academics 
can become more involved in the policy 
process (an issue worthy of its own 
discussion), the question that will preoccupy 
us here is how can policy research be made 
more critical-evaluative? The answer we 
suggest is that policy evaluation needs to 
take place in three ways – the first is an 
evaluation of policy objectives, which 
relates to what a policy seeks to achieve; 
the second is an evaluation of policy 
relevance, which relates to whether the 
policy addresses the problem that it sets out 
to resolve; and the third is policy 
effectiveness, which relates to whether the 
policy improves outcomes in the ways that 
are expected. Each of these facets requires 
an evidence-base, and this is where 
program evaluation can be useful.  
Bolland and Bolland’s (1984:334) argue that 
“both program evaluation and policy 
analysis are more effective when they are 
used in conjunction with one another.” In 
terms of policy objectives, program 
evaluation can provide a window into how 
programs seek to achieve the outcomes 
sought by policy makers through the way 
policy principles are translated into practice. 
Program evaluation also provides the 
opportunity for testing the relevance of the 
policy to particular problems, and also its 
effectiveness in improving outcomes. The 
issue of Muslim participation in organised 
sport will be used to demonstrate – an area 
of interest in NAP as a means of integrating 
Muslim people with the wider community. 
We will first look at Australian policy 
initiatives such as NAP and LIH that attempt 
to integrate Muslim youth in mainstream 
community life, before examining the case 
of a program that sought to achieve these 
objectives through involving Muslim youth in 
organised sport. 
Involving Muslim Youth in Sport 
NAP has a particular focus on integrating 
Muslim communities with mainstream 
community life, and one of its strategies for 
achieving this is to “encourage more active 
participation in mainstream sporting, social 
and cultural activities to lessen feelings of 
isolation and marginalisation in some 
communities” (Ministerial Council on 
Immigration and Multicultural Affairs, 
2007:13).   
The interest in sport came out of the Muslim 
Youth Summits convened as part of the 
NAP initiative, which were held in all 
Australian states and territories and 
attended by over 400 young people 
between the ages of 12-29 (Dellal, 2007). 
The summits identified a need to provide 
opportunities for young people to develop 
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an ‘Australian’ social identity through active 
engagement with the wider community. 
According to the official report, throughout 
the summits participants indicated a strong 
desire for increased opportunities to engage 
with the wider community through social 
and recreational activities, in particular sport 
(strongly identified as an ideal venue for 
engagement) and discussion forums. 
Regular social interaction between Muslims 
and members of the wider community and 
increased awareness of Islam were 
identified as key priorities in breaking down 
barriers and increasing participation in the 
education system (DIAC, 2007a:12; also 
see Muslim Youth Summit Report, 2007). 
The mention of programs for involving 
young Muslim people in organised sport in 
NAP might at first sight seem rather odd in 
a document concerned with counter-
terrorism strategies. But the centrality of 
organised sport in Australian culture and 
identity is something that people in other 
countries might have difficulty appreciating. 
Light (2008, p. 1) observes, “there are few 
countries in the world where sport forms 
such a pervasive and influential aspect of 
culture and society as it does in Australia.” 
Kell (2000: 23) remarks “sport and 
Australians’ understanding of themselves 
are intertwined in a complex and enduring 
way that is absent in other nations.” 
The view that participation in mainstream 
sport increases ethnic and cultural harmony 
has been put forward by a number of 
scholars (Olliff, 2007; Oliver, 2007: 10; 
Dykes & Olliff, 2007). Larkin writes: “[O]ne 
of the key community benefits perceived for 
sporting activity is its ability to break down 
cultural barriers between different ethnic 
(and sometimes language) groups in the 
community” (2008:12). Morgan writes: 
“Involvement in sport can therefore be a 
particularly effective means of promoting 
refugees’ participation in Australian society, 
and introducing refugees to Australian 
culture” (n.d.: 11).  
On this basis, it would seem that the 
Australian government is on solid ground in 
its support for involving Muslim youth in 
sport as a means of acculturation into 
Australian values. The problem is that these 
sorts of claims are without any evidence 
base themselves, and reflect more an 
ideology of organised sport as an equalising 
institution and a bastion of Australian values 
of fair play, egalitarianism and social unity, 
which is more mythic in quality rather than 
rooted in the intrinsic benefits of organised 
sport.  
Indeed there is also a darker side to club 
sport in Australia, such as racism, alcohol 
misuse, and chauvinism, which are well 
publicized in the media and, as we 
discovered in the sporting program 
discussed later, are particularly feared by 
Muslim parents. This is also supported by 
Kahan’s (2003) study of Muslim youth 
participation in the United States.  In fact, 
there is no evidence that participation in 
community sporting clubs makes people 
better citizens, and on this basis it is difficult 
to see the advantage of encouraging 
Muslim youth to join community sporting 
clubs if they are not naturally inclined to do 
so. The fact that such suggestions came 
out of a consultation process involving 
Muslim youth is interesting (Muslim Youth 
Summit Report, 2007).Without information 
on how these sessions were conducted, 
who was invited and under what terms of 
reference, it is not possible to treat this as 
evidence of community support, particularly 
when countervailing evidence is found (as it 
was in the program described later) that 
Muslim youth are not as predisposed to 
participating in community sporting clubs as 
the Australian government would hope. 
One might argue, in fact, that Muslim 
children are well advised to concentrate on 
their schooling (as many Muslim parents 
would prefer) as a better means for lifting 
themselves out of their lower socio-
economic position. In doing so, they stand a 
better chance of acquiring a university 
education and professional occupations 
where they will be inevitably exposed to 
wider Australian culture and its associated 
values anyway (also see Wilson, 1998). In 
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fact, it is difficult to see the logic in the 
Australian government’s cultural integration 
program, which seems to be based 
primarily on a sentimental view of Australian 
cultural institutions rather than well thought-
out social objectives.  
There are of course other benefits to 
sporting participation related to health and 
wellbeing. However Australian Bureau of 
Statistic research indicates that Muslim 
children have higher rates of physical 
activity than most other Australians (ABS, 
2006), even while their participation in 
community sporting clubs is lower (Muir, 
Sawrikar and Cortis, 2007). Therefore there 
is little need based on health reasons to 
involve Muslim youth in community sporting 
clubs.  
On the basis of existing evidence, then, the 
policy of encouraging Muslim children to be 
involved in community sports for the 
purposes of moulding them into better 
citizens would seem to be without 
foundation. Of course, even if such a policy 
was justified on grounds of evidence, this is 
still not to say that it is actually practical, 
and this brings us to the matter of policy 
implementation. 
Applying Evidence-based research: The 
Case of Muslim Youth in Sport  
In 2007 the authors applied for a Living in 
Harmony (LIH) community grant to 
implement a placement program that linked 
Muslim youth to organised sporting clubs. 
Since renamed the Diverse Australia 
program by the Rudd Government, the LIH 
program was set up by the Howard 
Government in 1998 as part of its election 
commitment to establish an antiracism 
education and awareness campaign. As a 
community grants initiative, the program 
accorded with DIMIA’s objective “to 
continue to foster a society which values 
Australian citizenship and social cohesion, 
and enables migrants and refugees to 
participate fully and equitably in Australian 
society” (DIAC, 2009:3). Funded projects 
centred on Harmony Day – a national day 
of multicultural celebration held on 21 
March, coinciding with the United Nations 
International Day for the Elimination of 
Racial Discrimination.  
The choice of focusing on refugee youth 
involvement in sport was influenced by 
sport, refugees and youth being three of the 
four funding priority areas in the 2007 
round. According to the guidelines, 
“Projects should involve the broader 
community and get Australians together to 
explore issues over a sustained period of 
time” (DIAC, 2007b:9). Specifically, all 
projects were to promote:  
• the importance of all Australians 
respecting one another;  
• understanding and commitment to 
other Australian values such as 
commitment to democracy and the 
rule of law, equality, freedom of 
speech and religion, a sense of 
fairness and a fair go, as well as 
English as the national language;  
• participation and a sense of 
belonging for everyone; and  
• a celebration of our successes as 
Australians, particularly in integrating 
migrants into our community.  
 
The examples of previously funded projects 
that applicants were requested to keep in 
mind when preparing their applications 
variously involved encouraging new arrivals 
to “embrace traditional Australian values” 
and interact with “typical Australian youth.” 
As part of the funding requirements, the 
project also needed to promote a Harmony 
Day event.  
The authors, who were interested in 
exploring the barriers to wider community 
participation among Muslim youth, felt that 
a sports program that linked Muslim youth 
to local sporting clubs and evaluated the 
success and failures of the program would 
achieve the objectives of both DIAC and 
themselves. The Local Government Area of 
Belmont – adjacent to the City of Perth – 
was chosen as the area of focus, as the 
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project team had strong links with one of 
the Muslim community organisations there 
and with the City of Belmont council, who 
both became community partners in the 
project. 
The project team was informed that their 
project application would initially be 
assessed by the National Action Plan 
committee for funding from its program, but 
when for whatever reason it was passed up 
by the NAP, it was duly assessed by the 
LIH committee and given approval. The 
Muslim Youth in Sport project was planned 
as a pilot program aiming to promote 
participation in organised sport for young 
Muslim people living in the Belmont area 
using a family-cantered approach, that is, 
one that works closely with parents and 
their children to promote consensus and 
shared involvement. To help ensure that the 
program was appropriate and addressed 
cultural or religious sensitivities, the project 
required parental involvement, participation 
and support. The objective was to involve 
the youths in organised sporting clubs in the 
local district. Three project officers were 
employed (one liaising with the sporting 
clubs, and the other two with the Muslim 
families), with their role being to work with 
the families and report to the project leaders 
on any problems experienced. An 
evaluation was planned for the conclusion 
of the program involving interviews with 
families, club officials and program staff to 
examine the challenges and successes of 
the program in some depth. 
When work began on the program, it 
became apparent that some parents were 
hesitant to be involved. The Project Officers 
working with the families, who were 
themselves Muslim community workers well 
known to the families, reported that this 
hesitation was based on the commitment, 
both financial and time, that organised sport 
placed on the youth and their families. For 
this reason it was difficult to have families 
commit to the program during the initial 
phase.  
Another problem was that the project 
officers encountered hesitation on behalf of 
the youth in terms of the level of 
commitment required. Despite an initial 
enthusiasm to be involved in sports (mainly 
just soccer and cricket, with only the former 
being available during winter when the 
program ran), the youth were reluctant to 
commit to participation in community 
sporting clubs. Part of the reason for this 
was a preference to play “one match.” In 
other words there seemed to be a 
preference of less-regimental leisure styled 
sports over organised club training and 
competitions that involved constant 
involvement.  
Due to the lack of interest from young 
people and their parents, the project took a 
different approach to see how young people 
might still be encouraged to participate in 
organised sport. One suggestion was to 
have a community sporting day where the 
whole community could get involved which 
would solve the issue of having youth not 
commit themselves to a full season. This 
was not successful because it was difficult 
to arrange coaches. The next step was to 
approach the local campus of the Australian 
Islamic College. The Muslim community 
worker was able to approach the teachers 
at the college to work with the youth in 
school-time to foster their interest in 
organised sport. A meeting was held with 
the Principal and with the Physical 
Education teacher. During the Harmony 
Week celebrations (March 15-21) the 
Muslim project officer set up an information 
stand at the school gymnasium where they 
were holding different Harmony Week 
activities. She addressed the assembly to 
inform the students about the project. They 
could then come up to the stand if they 
were interested in finding out more 
information, where information packs were 
available with registration forms and 
information about the different clubs in the 
area. However, there was still little interest 
shown from the youth in joining established 
clubs. 
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Consequently, an informal soccer 
competition was organised for boys during 
the April school holidays and occasionally 
after school. With the help of the project 
officer, this was run with the aim of 
promoting participation, skills and 
knowledge in popular sport. The older boys 
in the community coached and umpired 
matches involving younger boys. 
Addressing the youth’s preference to play 
the sport in a ‘one off’ setting, free of the 
commitment that is involved with organised 
club sport, the program successfully 
reached some of the initial goals of the 
project. By informally participating on a 
sporting field with the barriers of organised 
sports removed (for example age, uniform, 
rules) the program was able to promote 
regular participation. Parents were also 
encouraged to come down and watch the 
kids play soccer. Another result of the 
informal meetings was that local Indigenous 
youth became involved and played against 
the Muslim youth as part of their own team. 
These relationships also provided an 
avenue to extend their participation in 
playing informal games of basketball in 
addition to soccer. These games continued 
throughout the winter season. 
The next step was to introduce a range of 
different sports to the youth who attended 
the College through their Physical 
Education program. This phase of the 
program aimed to extend their knowledge of 
sports beyond the soccer that they were 
familiar. These sports included rugby, 
cricket, basketball, netball, volleyball, 
Aussie Rules football and tennis. One direct 
outcome of this was that two male students 
approached the community worker to join a 
wrestling club at Belmont Senior High 
School. Meanwhile, many students 
expressed interest in forming their own 
soccer teams, with 30 male and 19 female 
students aged between 13-17 years 
participating in this part of the program.  
It appears that one of the main reasons this 
approach was successful, particularly 
among female students, was that the 
College was able to provide them with a 
venue where they could be assured of 
gender inclusive interaction. The attraction 
of this form of sports participation for 
Muslim girls lies in the ability of the school 
to ensure separation of genders, as it 
remains a culturally and religiously sensitive 
issue for the participants and their families. 
This understanding led to the girls 
participating in games against the local 
African Youth Association girls’ team.  
The boys’ team competed in a number of 
games against a police team and teams 
from the African Youth Association. 
Members from this team joined organised 
teams competing in the local African 
Nations Cup, which the program helped 
sponsor. The cooperation of the African 
Youth Association demonstrated that the 
youth, particularly in the female 
demographic, were able to participate in 
cross-cultural events while adhering to 
culturally appropriate etiquette.  
Overall, the youth were enthusiastic about 
playing in their own self-organised teams 
and were well supported by their parents in 
doing this, but the youth were very reluctant 
to join community sporting clubs. The 
reasons for this were explored with 
coaches, parents, program staff and youth 
in interviews and focus groups carried out 
at the end of the program. One coach 
claimed that parental support in the older 
age group was "non-existent". The Project 
Officers raised the notion that because of 
some of the families' settlement status, 
sporting participation was not high on the 
priority list. The issue was also raised by 
the parents themselves in the focus groups. 
Given the demands placed on Muslim 
families to deal with ongoing settlement 
issues, it is not surprising that the 
involvement of their children in sporting 
clubs would not be one of their top 
priorities, particularly since the tradition of 
enrolling your children in sporting clubs and 
driving them to matches is not part of their 
cultural heritage. Some youth stated that 
their parents continue to be concerned that 
their school work will suffer because they 
will “only want to have fun playing sport.” 
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They said that their parents also did not 
know enough about the clubs and the risks 
posed to their children. In the case of girls, 
they were particularly worried about mixing 
with any males, including coaches. The 
youth said that they preferred being with 
other Muslims, stating that it made things 
easier to be together and not “the only one” 
at a community sporting club.  
Implications of the Program Evaluation 
for Policy 
The government policy of encouraging 
Muslim youth to participate in community 
sporting clubs for the purposes of cultural 
integration was given mixed support by the 
program evaluation findings. Certainly, 
there was evidence of a prevalent fear 
among Muslim youth and their families with 
regards to interacting with other Australians 
who are deemed to lack understanding of 
Muslim practices. So in terms of the 
rationale for the cultural inclusion policy, the 
study findings suggest there is a need for 
promoting mutual understanding for the 
purposes of harmonious cultural relations 
(as desired by the Living in Harmony 
initiative). Whether or not such inclusion is 
important for national security (as desired 
by the NAP initiative) is another matter, and 
could not be assessed through this 
particular program evaluation. In terms of 
policy relevance, the aim of linking youth to 
community sporting clubs as a means to 
achieve cultural integration was 
problematic, given the failure of participants 
themselves to see its importance or 
relevance.  There is a distinction between 
‘etic’ evaluations (outsider perspectives) 
and ‘emic’ evaluations (insider 
perspectives) (see Geertz, 1983), and 
policy makers can have different ways of 
measuring relevance when it comes to 
matters such as acculturation than 
participants themselves because their 
objectives, priorities and understandings 
differ. But there is a problem if the 
disjuncture is such that programs fail to get 
off the ground because the relevance of the 
policy is deemed to be lacking by 
participants. This brings us to the matter of 
policy effectiveness. There are practical 
issues in implementing programs when 
those concerned do not want to participate 
or cannot participate for a variety of social 
and cultural reasons, hence undermining 
the effectiveness of the policy frameworks 
underlying them.  
In terms of the failure to place the Muslim 
youth with mainstream sporting clubs, it 
could be argued that it was the program 
itself that was deficient, not the policy 
underlying it. Certainly, the program may 
have been more successful in this respect if 
it were possible to gradually introduce 
parents and youths to community sporting 
clubs in a way that is culturally secure and 
breaks down preconceptions and fears 
(certainly for younger Muslim children, most 
of the barriers that affect older youth are not 
as salient). But involving recently arrived 
Muslim youth in community sporting clubs 
would require a sustained program of 
gradual familiarization and trust-building 
that would be expensive and would 
probably not have enough time to reach 
fruition before youth graduated from high 
school anyway. Besides, the question must 
be asked whether any cultural integration 
that is achieved through community sports 
participation would lead to greater loyalty 
and appropriate ‘Australian’ values than 
what would otherwise be achieved through 
other avenues (such as education and 
employment) or through no sustained 
cultural inclusion program at all? This is 
where evaluation of alternative programs, 
such as those designed to foster integration 
through education and employment, would 
need to be considered. 
Whether it is the policy or the programs that 
lack effectiveness can only really be 
determined through a comprehensive 
review of programs that seeks to identify 
the factors behind their success or failure. 
Based on the one case presented in this 
paper, it is not possible to form any 
definitive conclusion, although the results of 
the program evaluation do suggest that 
there may be a case to answer. In principle, 
however, a thorough review of a series of 
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programs should elicit the answer to such 
questions and allow underlying policies to 
be assessed in terms of the rationale, 
relevance and effectiveness.   
Conclusion 
Since 2005-06, the National Action Plan 
(NAP) has aimed to acculturate new Muslim 
arrivals in traditional Australian values, 
reducing racial intolerance and avoiding the 
development of separatist cultures that 
might promote terrorist activity. One 
particular recommendation of the NAP is to 
support sport placement programs that 
seek to integrate Muslim children with 
mainstream sporting clubs. The 
experiences of the project team in 
managing a placement program that was 
aligned with the NAP objectives (although 
was ultimately funded under the Living in 
Harmony initiative) failed to elicit the 
enthusiasm of participants, and this lack of 
enthusiasm was deemed to be related to 
the inappropriateness of those objectives in 
terms of the more pressing needs and 
circumstances of the families concerned. 
The extent to which this can be attributed to 
the failure of policy or the programs was left 
inconclusive, but it is suggested that in 
principle a study of multiple programs 
should elicit an answer to such questions. 
The paper outlined an approach to 
evidence-based research that moves 
beyond being research for policies to being 
research of policies through critical oriented 
program evaluation. The approach 
suggests that both policies and the 
programs that implement them can (and 
should) be critically evaluated in terms of 
their objectives, relevance and 
effectiveness. It also underlines the 
important role that academic researchers 
can play in promoting a more critically-
oriented evidence-based approach to policy 
that seeks to conduct research of, not just 
research for, government policy initiatives.  
It is vital that immigration and resettlement 
policies are subject to a greater degree of 
scrutiny by academic researchers, and in 
this respect the concept of ‘evidence-based 
policy’ needs to be framed in terms of a 
critical theory/deconstructionist lens. It has 
been suggested here that this task needs to 
take place on several levels, and this 
includes gathering evidence on the 
objectives, relevancy and effectiveness of 
policies through an evaluation of the 
programs that seek to put them into 
practice.  
To acquire such evidence, it will be 
necessary for social researchers to not only 
engage more fully with the policy-making 
process, but also with community programs 
and their outcomes. Such an approach 
raises important issues concerning how 
researchers position themselves in their 
relationships with government agencies and 
community organisations, particularly in the 
face of the dilemma that an overly critical 
stance will do little to encourage such 
partnerships to begin with, yet an uncritical 
approach merely makes research an 
instrument for social control by the State or 
regulatory discourses. The issue of how 
academics might engage with policy-
makers in practical terms has not been 
addressed here, but finding the right 
balance will certainly be a key challenge if a 
critical approach to evidence-based policy 
of the kind outlined here is to be achieved. 
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Abstract 
Antonio Guterres (2008), United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
characterized the twenty-first century as one of mass movements of people, within and beyond 
their borders, escaping conflicts and upheavals.  War and human rights violations propel 
millions of people beyond their borders searching for safety. Climate change, environmental 
degradation, and economic instability prompt many to search for better life opportunities. 
Attempts by governments to devise policies to pre-empt, direct, manage, prevent these 
movements have been erratic. Australia, for example has implemented a series of laws to 
control movement of asylum seekers, prevent their access to Australia, while choosing a quota 
driven number of people from refugee camps. Uniquely in the developed world Australia ignores 
international human rights laws and puts all asylum seekers in mandatory detention. Some 
countries claim ethnic or religious conflict, national security, or upsetting the population balance 
due to lack of tolerance among citizens. Politicians appear to believe that being tough on 
refugees makes their own populations feel more secure. Whatever the reason for non-
admittance, refugees are often denied their internationally recognized human rights forced into 
desperate lives in refugee camps or in detention centres where they are unable to move, to 
work, or to enjoy any freedoms.  
 
Key words: Refugees, human rights, Australian policy
 
Introduction 
In this article, I explore difficulties facing 
refugees within a global system in which 
poorer countries host the majority of people 
seeking asylum while wealthy nations fail to 
fully contribute to sustainable protection of 
refugees. Special focus on the Australian 
government’s harsh treatment of people 
arriving by boat seeking asylum between 
the years 1998 and 2008 highlights severe 
limits on refuge and the extent of measures 
enacted to deny support. Reasons for 
individuals and families escaping their 
homelands to seek protection in Australia 
and extreme trauma suffered by them seem 
to be ignored. Rather the idea perpetuated 
is that people chose to enter Australia 
because it is such a great country. 
 
Asylum seekers viewed as potential threats 
to national security have inspired laws and 
policies which deny human security of 
people seeking refuge have been 
implemented. The Australian government 
response to asylum seekers has been 
highly discriminatory reflecting a sense of 
insecurity, a fear of the ‘other’ (McMaster, 
2002: 6). Investigation of asylum protocols 
elaborated in international human rights 
treaties and conventions from the UN 
Refugee Convention in 1951 to the present 
reveals that asylum policies grew out of the 
‘White’ Australia Policy and Australia’s 
claims to special status. When UN 
delegates were drafting the 1948 Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and the later 
International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR), Australia was one of the 
countries that strongly opposed any 
guarantee of the right to asylum.  This view 
has prevailed (Brennan, 2003). 
 
Signatory to the 1951 United Nations 
Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees originally and its 1967 Protocol, 
the Australian government is morally and 
legally obliged to respond to those who 
seek asylum in accordance with these 
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Conventions. Despite international 
obligations, people arriving by boat have 
been denied their rights to land on the 
nations’ mainland and claim asylum. An 
asylum seeker is a person who has not yet 
been officially recognized as a refugee, but 
who is applying to have her/his status as a 
refugee recognized under the international 
definition. It is important to note that a 
person is a refugee the moment s/he fulfils 
criteria set out in the Convention Relating to 
the Status of Refugees, first signed in 
Geneva in 1951. The formal recognition of 
someone does not establish refugee status 
but confirms it. According to Article 1 A (2) 
1951 of the Convention, the legal definition 
of refugee is: 
Owing to well-founded fear of being 
persecuted for reasons of race, 
religion, nationality, membership of a 
particular social group or political 
opinion, is outside the country of his 
nationality and is unable or, owing to 
such fear, is unwilling to avail 
himself of the protection of that 
country; or who, not having a 
nationality and being outside the 
country of his former habitual 
residence as a result of such events 
is unable, or, owing to such fear, is 
unwilling to return to it. 
 
Global Comparisons: Refugees and 
Asylum Seekers 
Numbers of people requesting international 
protection varies greatly between countries 
and years, largely in response to political 
developments in countries of origin or the 
introduction of stricter asylum policies in 
receiving countries. Factors may include 
welcoming social networks of communities 
operating in some countries of destination. 
Most of the world’s refugees do not receive 
formal determinations of their status under 
the 1951 UN Convention. The United 
Nations therefore counts those officially 
recognised as refugees and asylum seekers 
awaiting determination, beneficiaries of 
more general forms of protection granted for 
similar reasons and others it considers as 
refugees. At the start of 2004, there were 
just over 17 million persons ‘of concern’ to 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), the lowest figure in a 
decade. This number included, about 9.7 
million refugees, 1 million asylum seekers, 
and 1.1 million returned refugees. Four 
years later, the UNHCR identified a 31.7 
million “total population of concern” 
including 11.4 million refugees and 740,000 
asylum seekers. More than 14 million 
people worldwide had fled their homes 
because of war and persecution (UNHCR, 
2009: 16). 
 
People seeking safety are often met with 
hostility or held for years in “detention 
camps” in regions bordering the countries 
they fled. The majority of refugees from 
Iran, Burma, Somali, Sudan, Iraq, and 
Afghanistan come from countries where 
conflict, persecution, human rights abuses 
have persisted for years. It is unlikely 
refugees will soon return to their countries. 
The term “warehoused” refers to 
populations greater than 10,000 who have 
been segregated and restricted to life in 
these camps for five years or more, 
deprived of basic UN Convention rights. As 
of 31 December, 2004, almost 8 million 
people had been “warehoused” for five 
years or more. The vast majority of this 
group, almost 7 million, had been 
“warehoused” for a decade or more 
(USCRI, 2005: Table 5).  
 
The high number of people recognised as 
refugees living in such dire circumstances is 
testament to an international failure to find 
long-lasting solutions and safe refuge for 
the world’s refugees. The international 
community fails to equitably share the 
burden of assisting asylum seekers. In 2001 
Iran hosted over 1.4 million Afghan 
refugees, many of whom had been there for 
20 years, as well as a further 500,000 Iraqi 
refugees from the early 1990s. By the end 
of 2007, Asia hosted the largest number of 
refugees (55%), followed by Africa (22%), 
Latin America and the Caribbean (5%) and 
At the end of 2007 Pakistan hosted the 
largest number of refugees, more than 2 
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million residing in that country, followed by 
Syria (over 1.8 million), and Iran 
(approximately 964,000) (UNHCR 2009: 8). 
All these nations are overburdened with 
migrants and refugees, unable to 
adequately support them. 
 
A disproportionate share of the global 
burden of protecting refugees and asylum 
seekers is carried by poor developing 
countries contributing to already existing 
difficulties in national development. While 
wealthy nations were spending at least $12 
billion to process asylum claims for refugee 
status of a mere 15% of the global refugee 
population, they contributed only US$1-2 
billion to support 85% of the world’s 
refugees in poor nations (Hathaway, 1999: 
11). Developing countries host the vast 
majority of the world’s refugees and asylum 
seekers. Nations with per capita incomes of 
less than $2,000, for example, Chad, 
Tanzania, India, and Pakistan host more 
than two thirds (71%) of all refugees. 
Nations, such as Lebanon, Iran, Venezuela, 
and Thailand with per capita incomes from 
$2,000 to $10,000 host almost one quarter  
 
(24%) of the world’s refugees. Nations with 
over $10,000 per capita income, like 
Norway, Italy, Australia, Germany, United 
States, and the United Kingdom, host just  
five per cent of the world’s refugees 
(USCRI, 2006: 13).  
 
In 2008, an estimated 383,000 individuals 
requested asylum in 51 European and six 
non-European countries (New Zealand, 
Australia, Canada, Japan, the Republic of 
Korea, and the United States of America) an 
increase of 12 per cent compared to 2007 
(UNHCR, 2009:3). Countries are ranked on 
the number of asylum seekers per national 
population based on the national economy 
of Gross Domestic Product (Purchasing 
Power Parity) giving more realistic 
indications of the countries’ capacity to host 
asylum-seekers. For example, Turkey 
C
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Rank
France 58,550 49,730 30,750 29,390 35,160 12% 2 3.3 15 6.1 1 
USA 52,360 48,770 51,880 50,720 49,020 14% 1 0.8 27 5.5 2 
UK 40,620 30,840 28,320 28,300 30,550 9% 3 2.6 17 4.5 3 
Germany 35,610 28,910 21,030 19,160 21,370 7% 5 1.5 21 3.7 4 
Canada 25,500 19,740 22,910 28,340 36,900 8% 4 4.1 12 3.5 5 
Sweden 23,160 17,530 24,320 36,370 24,350 7% 6 13.8 3 3.4 6 
Turkey 3,910 3,920 4,550 7,650 12,980 2% 15 0.4 32 2.6 7 
Italy 9,270 9,550 10,350 14,050 31,160 4% 8 1.3 22 2.5 8 
Greece 4,470 9,050 12,270 25,110 19,880 4% 9 6.3 9 2.4 9 
Austria 24,630 22,460 13,350 11,920 12,810 5% 7 10.02 4 2.2 10 
Poland 8,080 6,860 4,430 7,210 7,200 2% 14 0.9 26 2.1 11 
Belgium 15,360 15,960 11,590 11,120 12,250 4% 10 6.3 10 1.9 12 
Slovakia 11,400 3,550 2,870 2,640 910 1% 18 4.0 13 1.1 17 
Czech R. 5,460 4,160 3,020 1,880 1,690 1% 21 1.6 20 0.7 21 
Hungary 1,600 1,610 2,120 3,430 3,120 1% 23 1.2 23 0.6 22 
Azerbaijan 1,230 1,050 670 540 560 0% 30 0.5 31 0.5 23 
Australia 3,200 3,200 3,520 3,980 4,750 1% 20 0.9 25 0.5 24 
Ireland 4,770 4,320 4,310 3,990 3,870 1% 19 4.9 11 0.5 25 
Finland 3,860 3,570 2,330 1,430 4,020 1% 22 2.9 16 0.4 26 
Denmark 3,240 2,260 1,920 1,850 2,360 1% 24 2.1 18 0.3 29 
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ranked fifteenth in the world for the number 
of people making application for asylum. 
When national economy was considered 
Turkey, a relatively poor nation, ranked 
seven with 2.6 applications and Australia 
ranked 24th with a mere 0.5 asylum 
applications per 1,000 inhabitants (Table 1). 
 
 
TABLE 1: Asylum Applications 
Submitted in Select European and Non-
European Countries 
 
Source: Compiled from UNHCR, 24 March 
2009, Asylum Levels and Trends in 
Industrialized Countries 2008: Statistical 
Overview of Asylum Applications Lodged in 
Europe and Selected Non-European 
Countries, Geneva: UNHCR, Page 13. 
 
The next section explores approaches taken 
by Australia to reduce numbers of asylum 
seekers arriving by boat. Why do people 
risk their lives by taking leaky boats in 
dangerous waters to reach Australian 
shores?  Two main reasons are the size of 
the international refugee problem and the 
other is the limited options available to 
asylum seekers. Why does Australia deny 
asylum seekers their universal human rights 
of seeking refuge? The government restricts 
free movement and ideas under the guise of 
national security. Widespread concerns 
about these practices by contemporary 
governments have been linked with an 
increasing sense of security globally, a deep 
dread and fear of people in need seeking 
asylum. As signatories to the Refugee 
Conventions Australia is morally and legally 
obliged to respond to refugees and those 
who seek asylum in accordance with the 
Refugee Conventions.  
 
Australian Humanitarian System 
Most refugees admitted to Australia take 
one of the 13,000 (Commonwealth of 
Australia, 2008) yearly allocated places 
being carefully selected as part of an 
“offshore” Special Humanitarian Programme 
(SHP). This resettlement SHP gives visas to 
two main groups of people, refugees 
identified by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
referred to Australia for resettlement and 
other residents in refugee camps, who have 
close relative ties with Australian citizens.  
The second part of the SHP involves 
“onshore refugees” granting protection visas 
to people who claim refugee status after 
their arrival in Australia by air or sea. Some 
who arrive by air with student, tourist visas 
or other short term visas may apply for 
refugee status. Smaller numbers of people 
who enter Australia by boat without visas 
and seek protection as refugees are 
accused of having no documentation, 
labelled as “unauthorised irregular migrants” 
and held in detention centres until proof of 
refugee status is determined or deported 
from Australia.  
 
In 1996 the Australian government linked 
the “onshore” and the “offshore” programs 
thereby reducing the number of “offshore” 
refugee visas issued for every protection 
visa offered to an “onshore” asylum seeker 
creating a two-tiered system. Australia was 
criticised for creating categories of refugees 
with different entitlements causing 
confusion. “Offshore” refugees, called 
deserving of help, had full rights. “Onshore” 
refugees were treated as “queue jumpers,” 
criminals deserving few rights (Refugee 
Council of Australia 2002). Most refugees 
admitted to Australia are part of the 
organized resettlement programs run by the 
UNHCR, not spontaneous asylum seekers 
who claim protection once inside Australia.  
 
Border protection expresses a clear 
exclusionary policy aimed at keeping 
Australia free of asylum seekers. In 
response to a small number of asylum 
seekers arriving by boats the Government 
introduced legislation (1992) to place all 
‘unauthorised arrivals’ on Australian shores 
in mandatory detention. This policy of 
mandatory detention was introduced with 
the development of a system of prison-like 
camps, until claims for refugee status had 
been assessed (McMaster, 2002).  
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Australian Detention Centres: Privatised 
Prisons for Asylum Seekers 
The Australian Protective Service, a federal 
government agency managed security at all 
detention centres. Services such as food, 
medical care, education and welfare were 
provided directly by the Department of 
Immigration and Multicultural Affairs or 
through individual contractors. At the end of 
1997, responsibility for operating centres 
was ‘contracted out’ to a private company, 
Australian Correctional Management Pty Ltd 
(ACM), a subsidiary of the international 
security company, Wackenhut Corrections 
Corporation which specialises in “human 
containment services”, including prisons. 
Between 1998 and 2002, ACM managed all 
seven detention centres (Figure 3) at Curtin, 
Port Hedland, Perth, Woomera, Villawood, 
Baxter, and Maribyrnong (Talk, 18 February 
2005). George Wackenhut, in a 2000 
documentary aired on SBS, welcomed the 
introduction of mandatory detention in 
Australia: “Australia is really starting to 
punish people as they should have all 
along” (Hooker, 23 February 2005). 
Wackenhut which managed fifty five private 
prisons and detention camps in over eight 
countries could easily celebrate as his 
corporation profits soared in Australia. The 
Australian Department of Immigration and 
Multicultural Affairs (DIMA) was the third 
largest client globally of Wackenhut in 2000. 
The company was paid $328 million during 
their contract from early 1998 to December 
2002. In 2001 Wackenhut had a turnover of 
more than $2.8 billion.  (Edwards, 21 
January 2002). 
 
The two largest American prison 
corporations, Correction Corporation of 
America (CCA) and Wackenhut control over 
75% of the global private prison market. 
(Davis, 2003: 97) with the privatisation 
prison model becoming transplanted into 
other countries. In Melbourne, Australia 
(1996) the first private women’s prison was 
established by CCA. The state government 
of Victoria “adopted the US Model of 
privatisation in which financing, design, 
construction, and ownership of the prison 
are awarded to one contractor and the 
government pays them back for 
construction over twenty years. It is virtually 
impossible to remove the contractor 
because that contractor owns the prison”. 
There is no independent review (George, 
1999: 190). Australian detention centres 
held asylum seekers, women, men, and 
children, not criminals, but were being run 
by private, for profit companies which 
specialised in prison management.   
 
A Department of Immigration, Multicultural 
and Indigenous Affairs (DIMIA) investigation 
in the ACM run detention centres 
between1998-2002. A 66 page report 
detailed riots, abuses, and outbreaks of 
asylum seekers. Public access to the body 
of the report denied by DIMIA on grounds 
that the report’s release would severely 
affect operation of detention centres was 
finally assessed finally through freedom of 
information. The DIMIA report resulted in 
ACM being served a default notice (2002), 
for a “serious contractual breach”. A default 
notice is the strongest penalty available 
under a contract between the government 
and private contractor. The DIMIA refused 
to reveal the details of the default notice as 
it would harm the business reputation of 
ACM (Washington, 2003). An Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation (ABC, 2003) 
documentary revealed ACM had lied to the 
government about its management of 
refugee detention camps to boost profits, 
covered up child sexual abuse, committed 
relentless acts of trauma. The company had 
destroyed medical records of detainees at 
Woomera detention centre according to 
staff members In 2002 ACM made a profit 
of $8.5million from running the centres. The 
cost per day/ per person was $104. 
 
The Australian Government announced that 
ACM detention centre contracts would be 
put out to tender. Group 4 Falck Global 
Solutions Limited was successful and 
replaced Australian Correctional 
Management Pty Ltd (ACM) as the private 
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contract detention service provider. Group 4 
Falck Global Solutions is not a new 
company but results from complex business 
ventures. In 2002 Group 4 bought a 57% 
stake in the American based Wackenhut 
Corporation. The US Corporation bought 
back this stake in July 2003 (PSIRU 
October 2003). The following year in 2004, 
Group 4 Falck announced a £200 million bid 
from Geo Group Incorporated for its 
subsidiary Global Solutions Limited. This 
was not a new company. It was Wackenhut 
Corrections Corporation re-named for trade 
in the United Kingdom. Wackenhut shared 
ownership of Premier Custodial Group with 
another company Serco. After a legal battle 
and charges made by the Competition 
Commission, Wackenhut sold its share to 
Serco (PSIRU, May 2003; June, 2003). In 
2004, Group 4 Falck, the world’s second 
largest security company, then merged with 
Securicor (Talk, 18 February 2005).  
 
Global Solutions Limited (GSL) created 
when businesses in the UK, South Africa 
and Australia were ‘de-merged’ from the 
parent company. Global Solutions Limited 
(Australia) was established as a wholly 
owned subsidiary of Global Solutions 
Limited. Operating Australia wide, GSL 
employs 1,300 staff with an annual turnover 
over $150 million (GSL, Australia, 2008: 4). 
Australian GSL business interests lie in 
operating the maximum security Port Phillip 
prison for the Victorian State Government, 
the low to medium security Mount Gambier 
Prison for the South Australian Government, 
forensic psychiatric facilities in Victoria and 
Tasmania, prison transport and court 
security in Victoria and South Australia, 
public, non-emergency ambulance services 
in Victoria, and Electronic Monitoring 
Services in South Australia. GSL attributes 
their rapid commercial growth and business 
development being a result of the 
“outsourcing of government services during 
the 1990s in the search for innovative 
funding and management solutions to 
increasingly complex problems” (GSL 
Australia, 2008: 4). Privatising prison 
services is a profitable global business 
(Ferguson, 2007). 
 
Corporation can withhold information from 
the public claiming commercial 
confidentialities, a major problem with 
outsourcing detention management to any 
private company. Public scrutiny of 
detention centre operations is minimal and 
accountability for the treatment of detainees 
is limited (Crock, Saul, Dastyari, 2006: 189). 
The Baxter Detention Centre, located on 
part of the site of Australian Defence 
Force’s El Alamein Barracks, became 
operational in September 2002. It was 
purpose built by Thiess Constructions 
Proprietary Ltd. in partnership with 
Australasian Correctional Management 
(ACM). Thiess, a large Australian 
construction company with several 
government contracts to build private 
prisons, is a 50% shareholder in Australian 
Correctional Services (ACS). The other 50 
% shareholder is ACM, subsidiary of 
Wackenhut (New Matilda, 23 February, 
2005). 
 
The ACM ran, managed, and formalised a 
punishment regime at Baxter detention 
centre introducing a written contract for 
detainees to sign when they were placed in 
RED ONE for punishment. This contract 
was made with no outside reference of any 
independent or monitoring body. The 
contract detailed the number of hours in 
solitary, fresh air, number of weeks they 
were to be locked up in RED ONE as well 
as punishments to be imposed if the 
detainee refused to obey the rules.  
 
Philip Ruddock, Minister for Immigration and 
Multicultural and Indigenous Affairs, at a 
Baxter Detention Centre media open-day 
(19 April, 2003) planned to coincide with a 
National Protest against Mandatory 
Detention, stated, “I am personally tired of 
hearing those long lists of accusations of 
mistreatment of detainees and the poor 
state of those held inside Baxter”. Ruddock, 
inspired by recent meetings with American 
correctional officials to discuss methods of 
                                   Vol 8 Issue  8.2 September 2009  ISSN 1532-5555 
 192 
containment of suspected Taliban fighters in 
Camp X-Ray, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, 
stated, the US Military allowed “quite open 
access to see how prisoners are treated, so 
I thought to myself we’d better give it a go” 
in Australia (DIMIA, 15 April 2003). The 
Australian Government perceived and 
treated asylum seekers as dangerous 
prisoners. 
 
Journalists permitted to tour the Baxter 
Detention Centre the first time in two years 
reported shock at the prison conditions for 
asylum seekers. Detainees were held in 
solitary confinement sometimes for a month 
at a time. Each of the five rooms on either 
side of a corridor had a floor mattress and a 
24 hour security camera in each room. 
Asylum seekers were held in the Red 
Compound after release from the 
Management Unit, in order to be “re-
integrated”. Metal furniture bolted to the 
floor and peepholes for security guards to 
look through whenever they wanted 
guaranteed no privacy (Banham, 29 July 
2004). 
 
Detention prisons reflect trans-national 
trafficking of ideas, culture, and construction 
of security architecture. Imprisonment is 
linked with political agendas, media 
speculation/ representation, and profit drive 
of global corporations. Individuals seeking 
asylum arriving by boat have been treated 
as criminals, a special category distinct from 
the mainstream, deserving of punishment, 
not respect. People fleeing persecution, 
seeking refuge were held outside the 
normal, in camps as spaces of exception. 
Language was used to denigrate people 
seeking asylum, “illegals”, “unauthorised 
aliens”, “invading hordes”, and “queue 
jumpers”. Australian Government policies 
focussed on detention of boat arrivals 
despite far greater numbers of visa over-
stayers who arrived by air (Crock & Saul, 
2002: 23-24). The vast majority of people 
fleeing persecution in Iraq and Afghanistan 
came after 1999 due partly to increased 
harassment by state authorities in countries 
of first arrival such as Pakistan and Iran 
(HRW, December 2002: 15-20). Children, 
men and women were held in maximum 
security detention camps run by private 
prison corporations. 
 
Asylum Seekers Punished: Life in 
Australian Detention Centres 
The right to liberty is a fundamental right, 
recognised in all major human rights 
instruments, both at global and regional 
levels. The right to seek asylum is equally, 
recognised as a basic human right. The act 
of seeking asylum can therefore not be 
considered an offence or crime. 
Considerations should be given to the fact 
that asylum-seekers may have already 
suffered some kind of persecution or other 
hardship in their country of origin and 
should be protected against any form of 
harsh treatment. As a general rule, asylum 
seekers should not be detained (UNHCR, 
1996:3). 
 
 
The severity of Australian practices in 
detaining children, men, and women 
indefinitely in camps run by private security 
corporations was made public by several 
reports. After inspecting Australian mainland 
detention centres, Louis Joinet, head of the 
United Nations Working Group on Arbitrary 
Detention, declared he had not seen a more 
gross abuse of human rights in over 40 
inspections of detention facilities around the 
world (Millet, 6 June 2002). The Australian 
system combining mandatory, automatic, 
indiscriminate, and indefinite detention 
without real access to court challenge was 
practised by no other country (UNHCR, 
2002). The Australian Human Rights 
Commissioner (AHRC, 2002) visited seven 
immigration detention centres between 
2001 and 2002 raised several areas of 
concern.  Conditions of detention centres 
resembled prisons with razor wire, electric 
fences, permanent supervision, handcuffing 
of detainees escorted outside the centre, 
even escape from a centre constituted a 
criminal offence. The harsh environment 
resulted in many instances of self-harm of 
children and adults held in these centres.  
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Figure 1: Asylum Seeker Child’s Drawing 
Woomera Detention Centre  
 
Source: Project SafeCom Incorporated 
(Western Australia) 23 June 2002 
 
During ACM tenure running detention 
centres, hunger strikes, riots, escapes, 
major human rights abuses and violations 
were reported by Australian and 
international media. The operations of ACM 
were the subject of inquiries by a 
parliamentary joint committee and also the 
United Nations Human Rights Commission 
whose chief investigator described 
Woomera as “a great human tragedy” with 
conditions that were “inhumane and 
degrading”. Three people died in detention 
and there were many serious breeches of 
human rights with guards abusing people 
(HREC, 2001). 
 
A child’s drawing (Figure 1) depicts 
Australasian Correctional Management 
(ACM) guards armed with batons beating up 
asylum seekers at Woomera. The child 
carries a baton and bleeds from her leg. 
Water is blasted across the area from a 
cannon located just outside the painting. 
This was the first time a water cannon had 
been used on people in Australia. Guards 
attacked defenceless asylum seekers in an 
attempt to control and prevent any 
movement. In response to threatened 
forced deportation of two hundred people at 
Woomera Detention Centre, a hunger strike 
began in June 2002. Another 20 people 
sewed together their lips to symbolise the 
ways they were held and silenced, unable to 
tell their stories of pain and suffering. 
 
Asylum seekers expressed sadness and 
desperation of being held in prison like 
conditions treated as criminals, addressed 
by guards by their numbers not names. One 
Iraqui man in Curtin Detention Centre said, 
“They look at us as a criminal. Even though 
we are very educated-some doctors, some 
school teachers, some worked in a bank, 
some managers-even so guards look at us 
as animal or uneducated people, they look 
at us as criminals” (AHRC, 2002: 26). 
Several individuals stated they had 
experienced trauma and torture in their 
countries of origin but expected calm and 
rest in Australia. But now they are held 
behind razor wire, caged compounds. One 
woman explained how her husband was 
suffering nightmares, sleeplessness, 
helplessness, and depression: “When he 
came here it upset him even more after 
being tortured in Syria. He came here and 
saw himself in detention with fences all 
around him. That’s why maybe it affected 
his heart. He doesn’t need any treatment for 
the torture. He’s on medication for his heart” 
(AHRC, 2002: 30).  
 
Detention centre stories were circulated by 
church, professional medical, psychological, 
and legal groups, human rights and child 
welfare groups, concerned Australian 
citizens working on behalf of asylum 
seekers. In August 2001, a camera was 
smuggled into Villawood Detention Centre. 
The resulting film of Shayan Badraie, a 
listless six year old detainee, being taken to 
hospital, resuscitated, returned to detention, 
where his condition declined was shown on 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) 
television’s Four Corners. Callous treatment 
of a small boy in the name of ‘border 
security’ was now visible to Australians. 
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Child psychiatrists, Sarah Mares and Louise 
Newman published, Acting from the Heart 
(2007), a collection of stories written by 
Australian advocates for asylum seekers. 
From Nothing to Zero (Lonely Planet, 2003) 
was a collection of letters written by 
individual asylum seekers held in detention 
centres. Tom Keneally (2003: 1), a multi-
award winning author who visited asylum 
seekers in Villawood Detention Centre, 
described his anger, hurt, and disbelief that 
the Australian Government so 
dispassionately locked up indefinitely 
people who sought refuge: 
 
There appeared in our plain outer suburbs 
and our desert towns’ double-walled gulags. 
Those who, sincerely or opportunistically, 
came from afar to seek asylum in our 
community were detained and isolated not 
for six weeks, not merely until it was 
discovered whether they had dangerous 
powers or connections, or were carrying 
antibiotic-resistant TB; not for six months, to 
allow the watchers to observe their 
behaviour. But for years. The apolitical 
infant fugitives were detained with their 
complex and supposedly dangerous 
parents. The government was officially 
proud of these installations. Yet there were 
no signposts to them. In the deserts they 
were remote. In the cities they seemed to 
be surrounded by industrial parks with many 
cul-de-sacs and unexpected crescents 
leading back to the street you recently left. 
But at last persistent visitors came 
suddenly, amidst small engineering works 
and warehouses, upon the high walls of 
steel mesh and razor wire. I say walls with 
reason-first an outer wall topped with the 
static buzz saws of razor wire to a height 
which Afghanistan’s, Iraq’s, Iran’s, 
Bangladesh’s champion pole vaulters could 
not possibly clear. There is an intervening 
road down which trucks could patrol or go 
on maintenance errands. And finally an 
inner wall, similarly exceeding an Olympic 
standard clearance.  
 
Australian citizens began to question and 
contest their Government’s practises of 
mainland detention. The Australian 
Government sought to deny asylum seekers 
access to mainland shores. 
 
Australia Tightens Borders  
Australia enacted measures to prevent 
asylum seekers reaching the mainland. The 
Commonwealth of Australia (1999) changed 
the Border Protection Legislation Act 1999 
altering the original Migration Act 1958. 
These changes limited asylum seekers’ 
access to refugee procedures. The Act 
enhanced Australian authorities’ rights to 
board and search ships and aircraft in 
Australia’s territorial sea, in both the 
“contiguous” and “exclusive economic 
zones” and on the high seas. It encouraged 
“hot pursuit” in ships and airplanes, and 
boarding of ships. The use of “necessary 
and reasonable force” was to be used when 
arrests without warrant were made for all 
persons who had “committed, are 
committing, or attempting to commit a 
crime” as defined by the officer. Customs 
officers were now permitted to carry and 
use firearms and other defence equipment. 
In contravention of international immigration 
law, the Act allowed customs officers to 
move, seize, and destroy ships, if they 
appeared unseaworthy or posed threats to 
navigation, safety, property, or environment. 
Asylum seekers apprehended en route were 
brought to the mainland and placed in 
detention while their refugee claims were 
considered. Asylum claims barred people 
who could have access to protection in any 
country (“safe third country”) other than their 
original country. Australia did not “have 
protection obligations” to anyone who failed 
to take “all possible steps” to find refuge in 
any country in which the person spent 
seven or more days while en route to 
Australia.  
 
It is not an offence to come to Australia and 
seek refugee status. Australia, obligated 
under the Refugee Conventions to consider 
all asylum individuals’ claims for refugee 
status, denigrated asylum seekers calling 
them “unauthorised boat arrivals,” enacted 
legislation to tighten borders, armed the 
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coast guard to aggressively intercept boats, 
and formed regional agreements to hinder 
the free movement of people seeking 
asylum. Australia paid Indonesia to seek 
out, intercept and detain asylum seekers 
blocking their sea flights to Australia. 
Indonesia permitted Australia to intercept 
and force back to Indonesia, any boats 
caught in Australian waters (Mason, 
2002:5). The International Organisation for 
Migration (IOM) is paid to interview detained 
asylum seekers and inform them of their 
options. If people agree to return home 
Australia pays for their trip. Those who want 
to make a refugee claim are referred to 
UNHCR for assessment and resettlement. 
Those who prove refugee status wait in 
detention until a Refugee Convention 
signatory country agrees to accept them. In 
out-sourcing its responsibilities, Australia 
pays Indonesia to capture asylum seekers, 
pays IOM to run the detention centres and 
uses the UNHCR as a contractor to process 
asylum claims.  
 
Figure 2: Island Locations for Australia
 Asylum Seeker Detention  
 
Map by Bernard Shaw, Western Australia, 
2009 
 
The Australian Government Department of 
Defence (2002: 4-5) in support of the US 
“war on terrorism” post 11 September 2001 
increased border protection and enforced 
migration laws. “Illegal immigration arrivals” 
became the focus of border protection with 
major air and sea patrols across Australia’s 
northern approaches to deter and prevent 
“people smugglers from illegally landing 
people in Australia”. Maritime patrols of 
Australian coast guard or navy vessels 
forcibly prevented mainland landing of boats 
carrying asylum seekers under Operation 
Relex between 2001 and 2003. Most 
asylum seekers turned back from Australia 
in October and December 2001 were still 
detained in Indonesia five years later. Held 
by the IOM, processed by UNHCR, and 
paid for by the Australian government, over 
100 asylum seekers from Afghanistan, Iraq 
and Iran were impounded in detention 
camps in Bogor, south of Jakarta, on the 
islands of Lombok and Mataram, Indonesia 
(Figure 1).  
 
Under a new regional Pacific Solution, 
passengers of intercepted boats not 
returned to Indonesia were transferred by 
Australian Defence Forces to small island 
states of Nauru, or Manus Island, Papua 
New Guinea, where they were immediately 
detained. An agreement signed between the 
Nauru and Australian Governments ensured 
the Nauru Government was paid the costs 
of visas for entry of asylum seekers, for the 
sole purpose of being detained.  The 
Australian government enacted a complex 
series of enforcement and deterrence 
measures to ostensibly further prevent the 
entry of asylum seekers by boat on 
Australian shores and to protect the 
territorial sovereignty of Australia. 
Agreements were made with Papua New 
Guinea and Nauru to detain all boat people 
seeking asylum in Australia.  
 
Two major legislative initiatives including 
seven bills comprise the 27 September 
2001 Border Protection Act (Validation and 
Enforcement Powers) and the 20 June 2002 
Migration Legislation Amendment (Further 
Border Protection Measures) Bill. Australian 
Government through these acts began to 
excise islands from being part of Australian 
territory for purposes of the Migration Act. 
By 2005 over 4,000 islands were excised or 
removed from the migration definition of 
Australian territory. The “excised offshore 
places” included: Ashmore and Cartier 
Islands in the Timor Sea; Christmas and 
Cocos (Keeling) Islands in the Indian 
Ocean; all islands that form part of 
Queensland, north of latitude 21º S; all 
islands that form part of the Northern 
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Territory, north of latitude 16º S; all islands 
that form part of Western Australia north of 
latitude 23º S; the Coral Sea islands 
Territory; any other external Territory 
prescribed by regulation or any island of a 
State or Territory which is prescribed; an 
Australian sea installation; and an 
Australian resources installation”. If a boat 
carrying asylum seekers lands on one of 
these thousands of islands off the mainland 
coast, people on board are deemed not to 
have reached Australia. “Non-citizens, who 
make contact with these places, become 
persons to whom normal rules do not apply-
at least as far as domestic law is 
concerned” (Coombs 2005: 3).   
 
The Australian Government paid the 
International Organization for Migration 
(IOM) to manage detention centres on 
Nauru and Manus Islands and to cover the 
costs of accommodation, processing, and 
incentives. Another US$75 million/year was 
budgeted between 2002 and 2006 for 
activities in other Pacific Island countries to 
prevent asylum seekers from reaching 
mainland Australia (Amnesty International 
2002). Costs of this extensive scheme to 
keep asylum seekers out of Australian 
mainland were disproportionate to the size 
of the problem. An amount of $159 million 
was provided in the 2001-02 with additional 
estimates for “offshore asylum seeker 
management”. In the 2002-03 Budget a total 
of $353 million was allocated for 
“unauthorised boat arrivals”, including $138 
million for a purpose built detention centre 
on Christmas Island.  
 
Asylum seekers lodging applications from 
these islands were denied access to the 
Australian refugee system. For example, 
people seeking asylum had their 
applications processed within 90 days on 
Australian mainland. Asylum seekers on 
Nauru or Christmas Islands had no such 
assurance, held indefinitely. Lodging and 
processing applications took months. 
Individuals were denied access to basic 
rights, legal representation, translators, 
refugee advocates, the media, community 
groups and Australian public and human 
rights organizations. When refugee status of 
asylum seekers was determined, the 
Australian Government sought another third 
country to accept the people. These actions 
are in direct denial of Australia’s 
international responsibilities as agreed in 
the 1951 Refugee Act according to 
international law commentators (Coombs, 
2005). 
 
Between 2001 and 2007, 1547 people, 
mostly Afghans and Iraqis, were taken to 
Manus and Nauru Islands where twenty-
three babies were born. Detained asylum 
seekers were severely isolated from access 
to Australian lawyers, medical care, 
journalists, and human rights advocates 
with restrictions on entry. Official permission 
to visit asylum seekers in Nauru was often 
denied and travel cost was prohibitive 
($5000 Melbourne/Nauru return airfare). 
The Department of Immigration besides 
obstructing asylum seekers’ access to legal 
advisors, used interpreters speaking 
different languages, inadequately 
researched refugee claims, and mistreated 
unaccompanied minors as adults. People 
detained in isolated conditions were harshly 
treated like criminals held in over-crowded 
island detention centres, received 
inadequate medical care, experienced 
abuse by guards, and suffered from 
extreme heat and cold. Psychiatrists 
working for the International Organisation 
for Migration (IOM) warned of desperate 
asylum seekers at high risk of committing 
suicide and reported instances of hunger 
strikes. A Parliament of Australia Senate 
Committee (September 2003) noted that 
over 260 people including more than 70 
children had been locked up and isolated in 
inhumane conditions for over two years in 
Nauru detention. Denied claims of refugee 
status added to feelings of hopelessness.  
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Figure 3: Location of Detention Centres 
in Australia and offshore Islands 
 
Source: Australian Human Rights 
Com
mission (AHRC) 2004: 3 
 
The Australian Government disclosed an 
agreement with the United States (Hart, 
2007) to exchange refugees detained on 
Nauru and Manus Islands with 200 Cuban 
and Haitian refugees held at Guantanamo 
Bay. This expensive program designed to 
deny “people-smugglers and unauthorised 
boat arrivals” their rightful place as refugees 
in Australia and United States, bargained 
human lives for tough border protection 
policies. The Australian government turned 
its attention to the construction of a high 
security detention prison on Christmas 
Island. 
 
Christmas Island: High Security Prison 
for Asylum Seekers   
Christmas Island, 28,000 km northwest of 
Perth, Western Australia, 380 kilometres 
south of Java in the Indian Ocean is home 
to 1200 people of Chinese, Malay and 
Caucasian heritage. The 135 sq km jungle-
clad mountainous island consists mainly of 
limestone with volcanic rock. More than 
60% of the island is national park with one 
of the world’s largest and most diverse land 
crab populations. The Christmas Island 
Permanent Immigration Reception and 
Processing Centre (Detention Centre) was 
constructed on a relatively flat 30 hectare 
piece of land in the remote northwest tip of 
the island on mining leased land resumed 
by the Commonwealth from Phosphate 
Resources Ltd in 2002. The Department of 
Immigration announced competition for 
design and construction of a new detention 
centre with a capacity of 800 to “advance 
the quality and style of detention facilities in 
Australia”. What would be an advanced 
design for a detention centre? What 
qualities were sought by the government? 
Who would decide? Architecture translates 
an understanding of human life into a three 
dimensional form. It should aim to dignify 
human life. Buildings designed to imprison 
asylum seekers abuses the dignity of 
human life. Glen Murcutt, distinguished 
Sydney based architect, citing the 
Australian government’s denial of the rights 
of people fleeing persecution to seek 
asylum and inhumane practices of 
mandatory detention, refused to participate 
in the design and construction of a prison 
for their arbitrary imprisonment (Farrelly, 
2002).  
 
Companies experienced in prison design 
and high security built the detention centre 
costing $400 million for construction with 
additional $66.6 million to support 
infrastructure (Tuckey, 2002). The Phillips 
Conwell Smith architectural firm with 25 
years experience in building prisons was 
awarded the contract, boasting “fully 
welded, stainless steel door control covers 
held in place so they are virtually 
indestructible” to ensure a high security 
Christmas Island Detention Centre. 
Steelfinne Fabrications Pty. Ltd, a major 
supplier for prisons and police stations was 
contracted to supply and install secure 
doors, frames, locking systems.  
 
Global Solutions Australia (GSL) private 
security company with global reach in prison 
management was chosen to run Christmas 
Island Centre (GSL Global, 2008: 1). As 
mentioned earlier, GSL Australia’s major 
ongoing contracts with Australian 
Commonwealth and State Governments 
included management of detention facilities 
throughout Australia, the maximum security 
prison in Victoria, low to medium security 
prisons in South Australia, forensic 
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psychiatric facilities in Victoria and 
Tasmania, prisoner transport, court security, 
and electronic monitoring services in 
Victoria and South Australia.  
 
This private prison company was charged 
for breaching the human rights of asylum 
seekers under Articles 7 and 10 (1) of the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (ICCPR). While transporting ‘asylum 
detainees’ between two mainland detention 
centres GSL staff used excessive force to 
push individuals into a van. Each person 
was held in a tiny separate steel 
compartment, unable to stand, lie down, or 
sleep, denied water, and suffered in high 
temperatures with no air-conditioning. The 
GSL staff driving the van watched detainees 
on CCTV but ignored cries for help. The 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission (HREOC, 2007) found GSL 
subjected asylum detainees to degrading 
treatment, ignored dignity of the human 
person and deprived them of their liberty. 
Now the companies’ most remote location, 
“a small tropical island in the middle of the 
Indian Ocean,” is considered a hardship 
post for GSL staff as “workers find the 
remoteness of Christmas Island and 
unfamiliar experience of living on a small 
island difficult to come to terms with” (GSL 
Global, 2008: 2).  
 
Asylum seekers are intercepted on the 
water, prevented from reaching mainland 
Australia, captured by Australian defence 
forces, transported to a high security prison 
run by private prison corporation, on remote 
Christmas Island legally excised from 
Australian mainland. Major problems with 
outsourcing detention management to 
private companies are that the corporation 
can withhold information from the public 
claiming commercial confidential reasons. 
Public scrutiny of the centre operations is 
minimal and accountability for the treatment 
of people detained is limited. Asylum 
seekers have no independent access to 
legal, social, medical, community groups. 
Preventing human rights of asylum seekers 
to flee persecution, move freely, and seek 
refuge in Australia was the major aim of the 
Australian government. Protection of 
migration patterns of crabs was a priority. 
Environmental concerns about prison 
construction were carefully considered by 
the government. Thirty tunnels 
($30,000/tunnel) for red crabs along the 
main road to the Detention Centre were built 
to prevent harm during migration season 
(ABC radio, 2002).  Boasting care for the 
environment and wildlife, the government 
denied independent observers of the 
detention project.  
 
Some 187 Detention Centre plans were 
leaked by architects to human rights groups 
between October and November 2006. 
Construction designs highlighted solitary 
isolation cells, hundreds of movement 
detectors, security cameras under eaves, 
on roofs, and in each room. CCTV is linked 
to a remote control room in Canberra, 
Australia’s capital. Detainees wearing 
electronic ID tags have every movement 
photographed and monitored. The high level 
of security was visible with cages, wire 
covered windows, bolted down furniture. 
Two high fences, the second one electric, 
circle the perimeter of concrete and steel 
building resembling a large cage. A hospital 
area with an operating theatre indicates that 
people held in detention were not to be 
removed even for hospital care. Architects’ 
drawings stipulated areas designated for 
locking up mothers, babies and small 
children, including a nursing and diaper 
changing area. No Australia law makes it 
illegal to lock up children, babies, and their 
mothers in detention centres (Australian 
Human Rights 2007). 
 
Area visits were restricted until a new 
Government invited fifty community 
members from human rights groups, 
UNHCR, Ombudsman, and refugee 
advocates to visit the Christmas Island 
Complex (13 August 2008). Passports are 
needed as Christmas Island is an Australian 
excised area, a five hour flight from Perth. 
After a Detention Centre tour, these groups: 
A Just Australia, Amnesty International 
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Australia, Asylum Seeker Resource Centre, 
Asylum Seekers centre of NSW, Victorian 
Foundation for Survivors of Torture, 
Immigration Advice and Rights Centre, 
Jesuit Refuge Service Australia, and the 
Refugee Council of Australia, wrote (15 
August 2008) to the Minister for Immigration 
and Citizenship (Crikey, 2008) stating that 
“immigration facilities including the vastly 
expensive centre are a product of excision,” 
an “unfair and harmful policy” denying 
asylum seekers entitlement to “applications 
for protection determined under the 
procedures that apply on the mainland” to 
ensure that those in need of protection are 
not returned to countries where they would 
face torture or death. Concerns were 
expressed about the design of a “high 
security, prison-like character of the new 
facility” with “very expensive security 
systems” in an “extremely harsh and stark 
environment to detain people seeking 
asylum.” The group suggested “many better 
uses for the $400 million” for construction 
cost and “additional millions” for upkeep and 
operating and the severe human costs, 
“damage to people’s mental and physical 
health by detaining them in a high security 
detention centre” intensified by the lack of 
services including “torture trauma 
counselling and expert legal advice.”   
 
Conclusion 
Australian deters, intercepts, and detains 
boat-arriving asylum seekers on offshore, 
extraterritorial islands, in detention camps, 
outside Australian legal systems. Islands 
historically have been spaces of 
incarceration. The island could be viewed 
as metaphor for prison. Islands are cut off 
from mainland and, therefore, used to 
exclude and isolate individuals from 
everyday life. Governments have for 
centuries used islands as offshore sites to 
detain political dissidents, authors, 
indigenous leaders, and prisoners of 
conscience. Detaining asylum seekers, 
children, women, and men in offshore 
detention centres is a modern form of 
government sanctioned inhumanity.  
 
Refugee numbers within the Pacific region 
are small in relation to those in Asia and 
African regions. Yet Australia under the 
Pacific Solution allocated hundreds of 
millions of dollars to detain a small number 
of asylum seekers from the Middle East and 
Central Asia in internment detention camps 
in Nauru and Papua New Guinea. Pacific 
regional nations have limited funds to deal 
with tens of thousands of refugees and 
internally displaced people from conflicts in 
West Papua, Fiji, Solomon Islands, and 
Bougainville. Australia’s refugee policy 
showed no concern for the development of 
neighbouring Pacific nations, obsessed only 
with Australia’s interests. The establishment 
of detention centres on two former colonies 
of Australia raised legal and territorial 
questions. Nauru is not signatory to the 
1951 Refugee Convention. Papua New 
Guinea has signed the Convention, but with 
significant reservations. Australia’s Pacific 
Solution breaches the Constitutions of both 
countries which prevent arbitrary detention 
and provisions for the right to a lawyer for 
detainees. These human rights have been 
denied asylum seekers on Nauru and 
Manus Island. UNHCR has explicitly stated 
that Australia’s policy on detention of 
refugees on Nauru and Manus Island is a 
breach of its international human rights 
obligations. 
 
Australia’s policies challenge spatial, legal, 
and temporal meanings of national borders. 
Australia presents a different geographical 
and political context than European, North 
American, Asian nations with multiple 
shared and contested borders over which 
migrants/ asylum seekers move. Vast 
expanses of oceans surrounding Australia’s 
continental island form a natural moat. In a 
technical sense the policing of these watery 
borders may be a more feasible logistical 
engineering feat than patrolling road and rail 
border crossing, blocking high mountainous 
passes, or constructing solid walls and 
electric fences. The excision of islands and 
reefs from the zone of migration zone was 
one way in which Australia attempted to 
pre-emptively block movement of asylum 
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seekers.  For the purpose of protection of 
national borders, Australia excised, “ex-
isled” its own territory legally cutting-off over 
4000 islands disowned for the purposes of 
seeking asylum.  
 
In the 21st century, the wealthy 
democratically elected Australian 
government denies asylum seekers human 
rights of seeking refuge. Individuals forced 
from their lands fleeing torture, conflict, 
arrest and harassment for religious or 
political beliefs become homeless and 
defined as invaders, seek asylum and 
refuge elsewhere. Refugees challenge the 
idea of nation state. They are figuratively 
and physically wanderers, border persons, 
trying to enter another country. If not 
excluded or confined they appear to 
threaten and perforate the territorial integrity 
of Australia. Under the ostensible guise of 
securing their borders, Australia engineered 
its own social and physical landscapes and 
that of regional nations. Islands are places 
where the state extends its mainland power 
outside any limits. Asylum seekers arriving 
by boat were made prisoners first in 
mainland detention centres, then on 
offshore islands, placed outside Australian 
life. Islands are places where the law acts 
through force, but where the law has no 
protective power for those detained. Asylum 
seekers existed in detentional limbo of 
indefinite sentencing separated from legal, 
political, social, economic life caught in a 
temporal void.   
 
The Pacific Solution Policy was ended. 
Detention centres on Nauru and Manus 
Islands were closed. Chris Evans (29 July 
2008), Minister of Immigration and 
Citizenship Australia described “Australia’s 
national interest demands continued efforts 
to prevent people-smuggling to our shores”. 
Strong border controls are needed to 
prevent large numbers of “unauthorised 
arrivals” coming to Australia due potentially 
to “massive displacement of persons in the 
Middle East and Asia caused by conflict and 
natural disasters” and “well-established 
people-smuggling operations”. Financial 
assistance was given to four Southeast 
Asian countries to deter, detain, and prevent 
people leaving by sea for Australia. The 
asylum seeker deterrence policy includes: 
extensive border patrol by Defence, 
Customs and other law enforcement 
agencies; excised architecture of offshore 
islands; non-statutory processing of 
“unauthorised arrivals” at excised places on 
Christmas Island; mandatory detention of all 
“unauthorised arrivals”. National interest 
dominates over human rights of asylum 
seekers. 
 
Asylum seekers are not criminals. They 
have committed no crimes. But they are 
effectively criminalized. Detention centres 
are run by private prison companies. On 
Christmas Island, far away from public 
scrutiny, is Australia’s highest security 
complex of steel, mesh, and electric fences, 
a techno-engineered electronic monitoring 
of detainees with remote cameras recording 
all movements. With no access to courts, 
lawyers, media, and public gaze, asylum 
seekers are at the mercy of the private 
security guards. Asylum seekers held as 
criminals on Christmas Island are 
antithetically denied safe refuge. Christmas 
Island Detention Centre is a dehumanising 
prison environment designed by architects 
experienced in prison construction and run 
by a private corporation specialising 
internationally in operating prisons and 
immigration detention and removal centres. 
Australia, acting in its “national interest” 
pays neighbouring Southeast Asian 
governments not signatory to the UN 
Refugee Conventions to deter and detain 
asylum seekers en route to Australia. The 
Australian government ignores national 
interests of regional governments while 
refusing to protect rights of people seeking 
asylum. 
 
The right to seek and enjoy asylum is 
guaranteed by a range of international 
instruments to which Australia is a party. 
These include the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (Article 14), the Vienna 
Declaration and Programme Action adopted 
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by the World Conference on Human Rights, 
the Convention Relating to the Status of 
Refugees (Articles 26 and 31), the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights (Articles 9 and 16), and the 
International Convention on the Elimination 
of all Forms of Racial Discrimination (Article 
5). Australia’s twin policies of mandatory 
detention and the denial of the right to seek 
asylum effectively breach all of the 
obligations assigned by these instruments. 
On fourteen occasions over the past decade 
(1998-2008), the UN Human Rights 
Commission made adverse findings against 
Australia for immigration detention violations 
of the prohibition on arbitrary detention in 
Article 9 (1) of the International Covenant on 
Civil and Political Rights. The United 
Nations Committee Against Torture (29 April 
2008) raised concerns and objections to 
Australian Government practices which 
include mandatory detention of asylum 
seekers in an offshore, high security prison  
on Christmas Island.  Australia has 
transformed the physical, legal, and social 
landscapes of its own territory and that of 
other countries. This pragmatic approach 
denies human dignity and respect for 
human freedoms and ignores international 
responsibility for offering refuge to refugees. 
Private prison corporations profit from the 
governments’ outsourcing responsibility of 
giving refuge to asylum seekers. Individual 
children, men, and women fleeing 
persecution are made to suffer. 
 
Corresponding author: Nancy Hudson-
Rodd, 
Edith Cowan University 
Email: n.hudson_rodd@ecu.edu.au 
 
References 
ABC Television, Four Corners 
Documentary, 19 May, 2003, ‘About 
Woomera’, 
www.abc.net.au/4corners/content/20
03/transcripts/s858341.html, 
Accessed 20 August 2009. 
ABC Radio Broadcast, 4 June, 2002, 
‘Christmas Island detention centre’, 
www.islandcare.org.ex/Earthbeat.ht
m, Accessed 30 July 2008.  
Amnesty International, 2002, ‘Australia-
Pacific: Offending Human Dignity-
The Pacific Solution’, AI Index, ASA 
12/009/2002. 
Australian Human Rights Commission 2007, 
Immigration detention centres. 
Sydney: AHRC:  
www.humanrights.gov.au/human_rig
hts/immigration/idc2007.html#3. 
Accessed 4 December 2008. 
Australian Human Rights Commission 
(AHRC), December 2008, 
Immigration Detention Report. 
Australian Human Rights Commission 
(AHRC), October 2008, Face the 
Facts, Sydney: AHRC. 
Australian Human Rights Commission. 
(AHRC). (2004). A last resort? 
National Inquiry into Children in 
Immigration Detention, Sydney: 
AHRC. 
Banham, Cynthia, 29 July 2004, ‘Detention 
centre adopts the hard cell strategy’, 
The Sydney Morning Herald, 
www.smh.com.au/news/Immigration/
Detention-centre-adopts-the-hard-
cell-strategy,  Accessed 28 July 
2008. 
Bem, K., Field, N., Maclellan, N., Meyer, S. 
& T. Morris, August 2007, A Price 
Too High: The Cost of Australia’s 
Approach to Asylum Seekers, 
Glebe, NSW: A Just Australia& 
Carlton, VIC: Oxfam Australia. 
Brennan, Frank, 2003, Tampering with 
Asylum: A Universal Humanitarian 
Problem, Brisbane: University of 
Queensland Press. 
Commonwealth of Australia, 1999, Border 
protection legislation amendment act 
1999 (An act to provide enhanced 
protection for Australia’s borders and 
for related purposes). No 160. 8 
December.  Canberra.  
Commonwealth of Australia. Department of 
Defence, 2002, Year in review: 
review by the Secretary and the 
Chief of the Defence Force. Defence 
                                   Vol 8 Issue  8.2 September 2009  ISSN 1532-5555 
 202 
Annual Report 2001-02, Canberra: 
Department of Defence. 
Commonwealth of Australia. Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship (DIMC). 
2008. Fact sheet 60, Australia’s 
refugee and humanitarian program, 
www.immi.gov.au/media/fact-
sheets/60refugee.htm  accessed 1 
March 2009. 
Coombs, Moira, 31 August 2005, ‘Excising 
Australia: Are we really shrinking? 
Research Note, No. 5, 2005-06, 
Laws and Bills Digest Section, 
Canberra: Parliament of Australia, 
Department of Parliamentary 
Services, www.aph.gov.au/library, 
accessed 12 December 2008. 
Crikey. (2008). Christmas Island detention 
centre is not cool. 18 August. 
www.crikey.com.au/Politics/2008081
8-Christmas-Island-detention-centre-
is-not-cool  
Accessed 2 March 2009. 
Crock, Mary & Ben Saul, 2002, Future 
Seekers: Refugees and the Law in 
Australia, Sydney: The Federation 
Press. 
Crock, Mary, Saul, Ben & Azadeh Dastyari, 
2006, Future Seekers II: Refugees 
and Irregular Migration in Australia, 
Sydney: The Federation Press. 
Davis, Angela, 2003, Are Prisons Obsolete? 
New York: Seven Stories 
Press.DIMIA, Media, 15 April 003, 
‘DIMIA to open doors of Baxter to 
media’, DIMIA Media Release (MPS 
22/2003).  
Edwards, Naomi, 21 January 2002, 
‘Wackenhut payment’, Financial 
Analysis of Detention Centre Costs, 
Spare Rooms for Refugees, Project 
to help asylum seekers to enter the 
Australian Community, 
www.spareoomsforrefugees.com/pa
ges/costs.htm Accessed 19 August, 
2008. 
Evans, Chris, 18 November 2008, ‘Migration 
Amendment (Abolishing Detention 
Debt) Bill 2009- Second Reading 
Speech’, Minister for Immigration 
and Citizenship, Canberra,  
www.minister.immi.gov.au/media/sp
eeches/2009/ce090318.htm, 
Accessed 28 April 2009. 
Evans, Chris, 29 July 2008, ‘New directions 
in detention- Restoring integrity to 
Australia’s Immigration System’, 
Minister for Immigration and 
Citizenship, Canberra, 
www.minister.immi.gov.au/media/sp
eeches/2008/ce080729.htm, 
Accessed 7 April 2009. 
Farrelly. (2002). The moral of the storey. 
Sydney Morning Herald. 15 June. 
www.smh.com.au/articles/2002/06/1
4/1023864346225.html, Accessed 
21 August 2008. 
Ferguson, Adele, 24 September, 2007, 
‘Jailhouse rocks, says investors’, 
The Australian, 
www.news.com.au/business/story/0,
23636,22468296-462,00.html 
Accessed 30 July 2008. 
George, Amanda, 1999, ‘The new prison 
culture: Making millions from 
misery’, In Sandy Cook and 
Susanne Davies, Harsh Punishment: 
International Experiences of 
Women’s Imprisonment, Boston: 
Northeastern Press. 
Gorlick, Brian, August 2005, ‘Improving 
decision-making in asylum 
determination’, Working Paper No. 
119, Evaluation and Policy Analysis 
Unit, Geneva: UNHCR. 
GSL Australia Pty Ltd., 2008, GSL Australia 
corporate profile, 
www.gslpl.com.au/about_us/gsl_cor
p_profile.lr.pdf accessed 29 July 
2008. 
Guterres, Antonio, September/ October, 
2008, ‘Millions uprooted: Saving 
Refugees and the Displaced’, 
Foreign Affairs, 
www.foreignaffairs.com Accessed 3 
May 2009. 
Hart, C. (2007). Cuban refugees may arrive 
soon. The Australian. 22 May. p. 6. 
Hathaway, James, January-March 1999, 
Keynote Address, New Delhi 
Workshop on International Refugee 
Hudson-Rodd 
 203 
Law, Indian Journal of International 
Law, Vol. 39, No. 1. 
Hooker, John, 23 February 2005, ‘The 
Baxter Detention Centre’, New 
Matilda.com 
http://newmatilda.com/2005/02/23/b
axter-detention-centre Accessed 23 
January 2007. 
Hudson-Rodd, Nancy, 1997, ‘Quest for a 
humane world’, The Indian Ocean 
Review, Vol. 10, No. 4: 15-20. 
Human Rights Watch, December 2002, “By 
Invitation Only”: Australian Asylum 
Policy, pp. 15-20. 
Human Rights Equal Opportunity 
Commission (HREOC), 2007, 
HREOC Report No. 39 Complaint by 
Mr. Huong Nguyen & Mr. Austin 
Okoye against the Commonwealth 
of Australia (Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship, 
formerly the Department of 
Immigration and Multiculture and 
Indigenous Affairs) and GSL 
(Australia) Pty.. Sydney: HREOC. 
www.hreoc.gov.au/legal/HREOC_re
ports/hrc_report_39.html, Accessed 
20 February 2009. 
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission (HREOC), 11 May 
1998, Those Who’ve Come Across 
the Seas (The Report of the 
Commission’s Inquiry into the 
Detention of Unauthorised Arrivals in 
Australia), Sydney: HREOC. 
Keneally, Tom, 2003, The Tyrant’s Novel, 
Sydney: Doubleday.Lonely Planet, 
2003, From Nothing to Zero: Letters 
from Refugees in Australia’s 
Detention Centres, Melbourne: 
Lonely Planet. 
Mason, Jana, 2002, ‘Paying the price: 
Australia, Indonesia join forces to 
stop “irregular migration” of asylum 
seekers’, Refugee Reports, Vol. 22, 
No. 8: 5. 
McMaster, D. (2002). Asylum seekers: 
Australia’s response to refugees. 
Melbourne: Melbourne University 
Press. 
Millet, M., 6 June 2002, “Worst I’ve seen 
says UN asylum inspector”, Sydney 
Morning Herald, 
www.smh.com.au/articles/2002/06/0
5/1022982721514.html, Accessed 
17 August 2008. 
New Matilda, 23 Feb 2005, ‘The Baxter 
Detention Centre’, newmatilda.com 
online magazine 
http://newmatilda.com/print/496, 
Accessed 18August 2008. 
Parliament of Australia, Department of 
Parliamentary Services, 16 
November 2004, ‘The High Court 
and indefinite detention: Towards a 
national bill of rights? Research 
Brief, No. 1, 2004-05, Canberra: 
Parliament of Australia, Department 
of Parliamentary Services.. 
Parliament of Australia, 2003, The Senate 
Inquiry into the Administration and 
Operation of the Migration Act 1958. 
Table 3.6, 
www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/l
egcom_ctte/migration/report/c03.htm 
Accessed 10 July 2008. 
Price, Peter, ‘Migration Amendment 
(Detention Arrangements) Bill 2005’, 
23 June 2005, Bills Digest, No. 190, 
2005-05, Laws and Bills Digest 
Section, Canberra: Parliament of 
Australia, Department of 
Parliamentary Services. 
Public Services International Research Unit 
(PSIRU), June, 2003, Prison 
Privatisation Report International No. 
56, Greenwich, London: University 
of Greenwich, 
www.psiru.org/justice/PPRI56.asp  
Accessed 12 February 2008. 
Public Services International Research Unit 
(PSIRU), May, 2003, Prison 
Privatisation Report International, 
No. 55, Greenwich, London: 
University of Greenwich, 
www.psiru.org/justice/PPR155.1.htm 
Accessed 12 February 2008. 
Refugee Council of Australia. (2002). 
Submission to the 2000-01 Refugee 
and Humanitarian program Size and 
Composition Review: Views from the 
                                   Vol 8 Issue  8.2 September 2009  ISSN 1532-5555 
 204 
Community 
Sector.www.refugeecouncil.org.au/ht
ml/resources/subhumanpro.html, 
Accessed 17 August 2006. 
Rice, Xan, 29 October 2008, ‘The mobiliser’, 
Inside Story, http://inside.org.au/the-
mobiliser/print/, Accessed 2 May 
2009. 
Talk, Frank, 18 February 2005, Private 
Security Revelations on Group4 and 
Wackenhut, Human Decency 
Division, UK Union, Accessed 24 
November 2008, 
www.labournet.net/ukunion/0502/wa
ckenhut1.html 
Tuckey, Wilson, 14 May 2002, ‘$41.3 million 
funding to support new detention 
centre’, Minister for Regional 
Services, Territories and Local 
Government, 
www.infrastructure.gov.au/departme
nt/statements/2002_2003/media/wt0
2_budget 
Accessed 30 July 2008. 
Tuckey, Wilson, 2002, $41.3 million funding 
to support new detention centre. 
Minister for Regional Services, 
Territories and Local Government, 
media release, 14 May. 
www.infrastructure.gov.au/departme
nt/statements/2002_2003/media/wt0
2_budget 
Accessed 30 July 2008. 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), 24 March 2009, 
Asylum Levels and Trends in 
Industrialized Countries 2008 
(Statistical Overview of Asylum 
Applications Lodged in Europe and 
selected Non-European Countries), 
Geneva: UNHCR, 
www.unhcr.org/statistics/STATISTIC
S/49c796572.pdf, Accessed 30 April 
2009. 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), 18 March 2008, 
Asylum Levels and Trends in 
Industrialized Countries 2007 
(Statistical Overview of Asylum 
Applications Lodged in Europe and 
selected Non-European Countries), 
Geneva: UNHCR, 
www.unhcr.org/statistics/STATISTIC
S/47daae862.pdf, Accessed 3 April 
2009. 
United Nations Committee Against Torture, 
2008. Committee against torture 
begins review of report of Australia. 
United Nations Press Release, 29 
April 
http://persbericht.nl/en/2008/04/29/R
059.htm Accessed 18 September 
2008. 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), 9 June 2006, 
2005 Global Refugee Trends: 
Populations of Refugees, Asylum-
Seekers, Internally Displaced 
Persons, Stateless Persons, and 
Other Persons of Concern to 
UNHCR, Geneva: UNHCR, 
www.unhcr.org/cgi-
bin/texis/vtx/events/opendoc.pdf?tb1
=STATISTICS&id=4486ceb12, 
Accessed 1 December 2008. 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), 1996, 
Guidelines on Detention of Asylum-
Seekers, Geneva: UNHCR. 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), 1967, 
Convention and Protocol Relating to 
the Status of Refugees, Geneva: 
United Nations, 
http://www.unhcr.org/protect/PROTE
CTION/3b66c2aa10.pdf, Accessed 
10 August 2008. 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR) 2002. Report of 
the Working Group on Arbitrary 
Detention, Geneva: UNHCR. 
United States Committee for Refugees and 
Immigrants (USCRI), 2006, ‘About 
refugees, Australia’, 
www.refugees.org/countryreports.as
px, Accessed 20 November 2008. 
United States Committee for Refugees and 
Immigrants (USCRI), 2005, 
‘Warehousing refugees: A denial of 
rights a waste of humanity’, Special 
Edition World Refugee Survey 2004, 
www.refugees.org/data/wrs/04/pdf/3
Hudson-Rodd 
 205 
8-56.pdf, Accessed 20 November 
2008. 
Washington, Stuart, 11 October 2003, “A 
damning report of ACM run detention 
centres’, 
http://adelaide.indymedia.org.au/newswire/d
isplay/5928, Accessed 20 August 2009.
 

Smits 
 207 
Uninvited and unheard: Australia’s case of post-Tampa boat arrivals 
 
Jack Smits 
Project SafeCom Inc. 
 
Abstract 
In an environment where the national government creates deliberate policies to create a 
blockade and a silence around the stories of uninvited refugees coming to its shores, human 
rights advocates have a tough time creating conditions to make the stories heard by the policy 
makers and the general public alike. However, the Australian experience shows that ‘breaking 
through the sound barrier of silence’ is possible, using creative collaborations with reporters, the 
tactics of subversion, smart strategies aimed at those setting reporting standards, and through 
an engagement with the wider audience of human rights advocates around the nation. In this 
article, five government-created barriers are identified and ingeniously countered. 
 
Keywords: human rights, refugees, asylum seekers, mandatory detention, Australia 
 
Introduction 
In most societies around the world, electors 
trust their representatives in government to 
represent their interests, and many of these 
countries also subscribe to United Nations 
frameworks for the protection of human 
rights of those most vulnerable, including 
those who need to flee from danger and 
persecution: asylum seekers. 
 
We trust our politicians to adhere to these 
United Nations frameworks, even in the 
context of often conflicting political agendas 
– also in a post 9/11 western world, where 
notions of national security have determined 
more policies around notions of borders and 
the entry of countries by foreigners. At the 
same time checks and balances against 
trespasses against these nationally 
accepted conventions, for example through 
Bills of Rights, need to safeguard society 
when our representatives tend to step 
across the line. 
 
Australia is as yet a country without a 
Charter or Bill of Rights, and in the shadow 
of the bombing of the Manhattan Twin 
Towers, the 2001 Federal government 
election’s conservative coalition candidates 
did just that – they took things just one step 
too far in the eyes of many human rights 
advocates – and no convention could stop 
them. Faced with an election that predicted 
they would suffer considerable losses 
(Morgan, 2001), politicians ramped up the 
fear of the ‘other’ (Lawrence, 2003), painted 
a picture that the country would be 
‘swamped by boatpeople’ and designed 
policies and strategies to respond to 
uninvited asylum seeker boat arrivals to 
match their rhetoric. 
 
This article, written by the founder and co-
ordinator of a West-Australian community 
activist and advocacy group – Project 
SafeCom – established in 2001, looks at the 
response by Australian civil groups in the 
initial period following that 2001 election, up 
to 2005, and shows that intelligent, 
systematic and organised human rights 
actions are not necessarily bound by street 
protests, rallies and pickets, but that by 
identifying policies and strategies and their 
underlying meaning and intent, accurate 
replies to them can counter them and lead 
to their undoing. 
 
While politicians imposed a curfew on 
media access, while they incarcerated 
asylum seekers in centres that were remote 
so they could be kept out of the spotlight of 
citizens, while they invented sanitized as 
well as punitive terminology to describe 
uninvited asylum seekers and the 
government responses to these entrants, 
while they attempted to dehumanise these 
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asylum seekers and set out to create a 
climate of xenophobia about these 
‘foreigners’, the civil responses of many 
groups and organisations dovetailed 
organically to counter these approaches 
consciously, intelligently, in a targeted way, 
and they produced real and expected 
outcomes. Evidence is provided by 
extensive use of narrative from media 
reports and parliamentary speeches to 
illustrate these outcomes. 
 
Background 
Australia’s dramatic 2001 Federal election 
campaign fought by former conservative 
Liberal Party Prime Minister John Howard 
became world news when he during August 
2001, directly from his Office of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet, intervened around the 
arrival near Australia’s maritime borders of 
the Norwegian container ship MV Tampa, 
which had picked up 438 asylum seekers 
from a leaky boat – the Palapa – en route 
from Indonesia to Fremantle harbour, near 
Australia’s Christmas Island (Marr & 
Wilkinson, 2002, p. 18). 
 
Less than two months later – during the last 
phase of the November 10 election 
campaign, on October 8 – the listing and 
sinking Olong was intercepted by the 
Australian Navy’s HMAS Adelaide and its 
passengers rescued (ibid, p. 240, SafeCom, 
2003b). Based on Navy photographs 
showing a passenger holding a baby high in 
the air and others showing children in the 
water, John Howard’s Ministers alleged that 
children had been thrown overboard by the 
asylum seeking passengers. The voracity of 
these allegations was questioned within 
days, the issue was soon called the 
‘children overboard affair’, and it would 
eventually spark a ferocious Senate Inquiry 
(Senate Select Committee, 2002). 
 
The rescue of the Olong and subsequent 
media reporting also revealed direct orders 
from John Howard’s office via the Defence 
Minister to not take photographs that could 
‘humanise asylum seekers’ (ABC 
Mediawatch, 2002). 
 
John Howard had chosen the slogan “We 
decide who comes to this country, and the 
circumstances in which they come” for the 
10 November election (Marr and Wilkinson, 
p. 365). In the frantic August days of the 
drama surrounding the MV Tampa, 
backroom negotiations by Australia’s 
Foreign Affairs Minister Alexander Downer 
and the Defence Minister Peter Reith 
resulted in its passengers being 
warehoused in a third country, in a camp on 
the isolated Pacific Ocean Island of Nauru 
(ibid, p. 138, SafeCom, 2008a). 
 
The Tampa drama near Christmas Island 
and the Children Overboard Affair, which 
appeared both to have been orchestrated to 
win the election by the conservative Liberal-
National coalition, sparked a national 
outrage, a flurry of publications and it built a 
civil society network of advocates and 
activists expressing dissent, organising 
protests, and embarking on one of the most 
remarkable advocacy movements in recent 
years. Freelance reporter Guy Rundle 
writes for the Australian in June 2002: 
 
"The plethora of refugee activist 
groups that have formed across the 
political spectrum would appear to 
be the largest rainbow coalition 
since the Vietnam War" (Rundle, 
2002). 
 
The 2001 events and Howard’s direct 
intervention to control, direct, pause or 
prevent actions by the Navy around the 
Tampa stand-off have been well 
documented, especially by Marr & Wilkinson 
(2002). A deliberate strategy was 
orchestrated to silence the stories of asylum 
seekers arriving ‘uninvited’ by boat on 
Australian shores. 
 
Five factors countered 
Remote locations 
First, all asylum seekers arriving by boat 
were locked up in remote camps in Australia 
– a camp near Curtin Airbase near the 
Northern Territory’s remote town of Derby 
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(Harding, 2001) – which had already been 
in operation for this purpose since 1999 – 
and a facility on isolated army land near 
Woomera, South Australia (WPR, 2002). 
 
Under new legislation passed following the 
dramatic standoff of MV Tampa, followed by 
riveting court action against the government 
– expertly summarised in a paper by Feld 
(2001), it was now also possible to detain 
boat arrivals off-shore and in other 
countries, even while they had arrived in 
Australia to seek asylum: Howard’s 
Ministers had quickly negotiated a holding 
camp on the remote phosphate island – the 
nation of Nauru (SafeCom, 2008a) – and a 
camp on Manus Island, part of Papua New 
Guinea (SafeCom, 2003d). 
 
Almost a decade before the declaration of 
these remotely located camps as 
Immigration detention facilities, Australia's 
1958 Migration Act (Austlii, 1958) had 
undergone major changes under the Labor 
government of Prime Minister Paul Keating 
in 1992, when his Immigration Minister 
Gerry Hand had introduced the Migration 
Amendment Act 1992 (Austlii, 1992), 
making it mandatory to detain anyone 
arriving by boat seeking asylum – having 
entered the country without a valid visa – 
until their protection claims would be fully 
completed. 
 
Further adjustments of the Migration Act 
had provided enough flexibility about the 
mandatory detention of asylum seekers, so 
there was no need in 2001 to pass special 
legislation to declare the prison camps in 
remote locations, because, as a report 
states (HREOC, 2004, p. 1): 
 
Since 1994 the Minister has had the 
power to declare any place in the 
community a place of 'detention', 
including a hotel, hospital, foster 
house or family home. 
 
The remoteness of the camps in Australia – 
all of them located on properties owned by 
the Australian Defence Department, so the 
Commonwealth government could declare 
them as detention centres without being 
answerable to the various State 
governments – did not deter hundreds of 
activists organising a major protest at the 
gates of the Woomera camp in South 
Australia during the 2002 Easter weekend. 
Attended by many students and young left-
leaning activists and also other advocates 
alike, the dramatic Easter events put 
Woomera and its atrocities on the world 
map through the work of mainstream 
Australian and international reporters 
(Reddrop, 2002; BBC, 2002) – including the 
sensational escapes by more than 40 
detained asylum seekers on the Easter 
Sunday (AAP, 2002). 
 
Prior to the Easter protest, the Woomera 
detention already had rapidly become the 
mainstay of negative reporting about 
Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers 
since the 2001 election. A hunger strike had 
taken place in January 2002 (Guardian, 
2002), ABC Reporter had been arrested 
while doing her job at the gates when 
asylum seekers had protested (Marr, 2007), 
and a report in The Age by Penelope 
Debelle had told the story of self-abuse 
amongst asylum seekers (Debelle, 2002): 
 
Almost every day, asylum seekers 
inside the Woomera detention centre 
cut and slash their bodies, drink 
shampoo or try to hang themselves. 
But mostly they are ignored. 
 
Another creative response to the isolationist 
approach by the Howard government was a 
flurry of activity around Australia of the 
purchase and supply of ‘illegal’ mobile 
telephones (Office, 2002) initially for those 
detained in the Curtin detention centre, 
those at Woomera, and later, after the 
closure of Woomera, at the Baxter detention 
centre. Given the experience of the Curtin 
detention centre during 1999 and 2000, 
where many asylum seekers had been held 
incommunicado for many months¹ a 
creative solution was called for. 
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John von Doussa QC, for the Human Rights 
and Equal Opportunities Commission, 
concludes in a 2005 Report into complaints 
about this treatment at the Curtin Detention 
facility: 
 
As a result of my inquiry I have 
found that acts or practices of the 
Commonwealth, namely placing 
some of the complainants in 
separation detention for periods of 
between three and eight months, 
were inconsistent with or contrary to 
the human rights of those detainees 
as provided for in Article 10(1) of the 
ICCPR (von Doussa, 2005). 
 
Consequently, providing ‘underground’ 
communications through pre-paid mobiles 
was an essential step in overcoming the 
remoteness of detention centres. 
 
In 2002, I played with Coca-Cola cans, 
altered by Engineering students at a Perth 
University, which had been adapted to store 
mobile phones and battery chargers (Cans 
of Coke, 2002). These students had been 
alerted by advocates and non-aligned 
activists to the situation in the Curtin 
detention centre since 2000 where detained 
asylum seekers could not make any private 
phone calls – a situation which was also 
developed in the Woomera detention centre 
since 2001 – and they decided to change 
things for the better. The Coke cans had 
tops with a hidden invisible screw thread, so 
they could be opened and closed without 
any visible sign of the alterations. The cans 
also had a double wall. In the cavity 
between the outer and inner wall, an alcohol 
solution provided the illusion of its 
“contents”: when shaken, the cans would 
audibly show its ‘sloshing contents of liquid’. 
A small mobile phone would fit inside, and 
the cans would be propelled across the 
fence at otherwise peaceful protests 
organised by activists (Office, 2002). 
 
The coke cans were not the only way for 
mobile phones to ‘travel inside the gates’. 
Mobiles have been supplied hidden in a 
baby’s nappy by a proud young mum, they 
went inside hidden in the innards of birthday 
cakes, chickens and hams, brought as 
presents for asylum ‘friends’ of advocates 
(Office, 2002). 
 
An early initiative developed in Melbourne in 
2002 came from the hand of Julian Burnside 
QC and his partner, Kate Durham. Kate 
writes on her website: 
 
I decided on two projects to set up 
“Spare Rooms for Refugees.com”; a 
web based register of people so 
concerned that they would offer their 
spare rooms temporarily to refugees 
who were being unceremoniously 
dumped from our camps. (It works.) 
And that while the wire fences were 
being erected on Nauru, I would try 
to contact the detainee in an effort to 
sponsor refugees. I did manage to 
get letters in, and I contacted a 
migration agent and lawyer. Letters 
and faxes went back and forth. 
Mohammed Mahdi was my 
invaluable source. I learned of the 
conditions there, we gathered the 
names and needs of detainees, and 
I would bully people in Canberra on 
their behalves. I was now receiving 
bundles of letters (Durham, 2002). 
 
The collection of letters from detention 
centres eventually became one of the first 
publications spawned as a result of the 
Tampa stand-off. From Nothing to Zero, 
published with the assistance of Lonely 
Planet Publishing (SafeCom, 2002a) sold 
fast and furious, also from Project 
SafeCom’s website. 
 
The letters from detention were also finding 
a place with Actors for Refugees, with 
whose help Citizen X, the play by Don 
Mamouney, was finding its own voice. The 
stark script, solely made up from often 
highly emotive, but direct quotations from 
many letters, became a humbling 
experience for probably several thousands 
of people in the nationwide audience, as its 
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theatre seasons in several cities around 
Australia unfolded. Project SafeCom was 
part of the Western Australian screenings at 
Fremantle’s Deckchair Theatre with an 
information stall for its two week season, 
and we talked with many people, who 
shared that they were deeply moved by the 
experience, as they browsed for more 
information and purchased books on leaving 
the theatre (Mamouney, 2002). 
 
Do not humanise 
Second, a directive was issued to the Navy 
during a rescue of the Olong, codenamed 
SIEV4, to not release photographs that 
would ‘humanise asylum seekers’. Craig 
Skehan, Defence Correspondent for the 
Sydney Morning Herald, states: 
 
We were being told it was all to 
protect the asylum seekers but we 
were also hearing from Defence PR 
that they were not to take 
humanising photographs… (ABC 
Mediawatch, 2002) 
 
Labor Senator John Faulkner, in an address 
to the Fabian Society in Melbourne on 23 
July 2003 at the conclusion of the Senate 
Inquiry into the Children Overboard Affair, 
put it like this: 
 
The response to boat people or 
asylum seekers was the main focus 
of the Howard Government in the 
lead up to the last federal election. 
The Government's strategy was 
based on politicising the asylum 
seeker issue for electoral advantage. 
It wasn't just the Tampa episode, or 
the bald faced lies about children 
being thrown overboard, it was a 
systematic campaign to engender 
public fear about asylum seekers 
and the need to protect our borders 
against them at all costs (Faulkner, 
2003). 
 
Howard’s direct orders and intervention into 
the Australian Navy came not without a 
price. Nick Leys reports in the Sydney 
Morning Herald on November 8, 2001 
(Leys, 2001): 
 
The Royal Australian Navy is facing 
a crisis in its ranks as a result of its 
activities in dealing with asylum 
seekers, according to a defence 
policy analyst. The executive 
director of the Australian Defence 
Association, Michael O'Connor, told 
the Herald the service stood to lose 
many members who had become 
demoralised. 
 
"I think early resignations from 
sailors is a likely outcome from these 
actions," he said. "It goes against 
their sense of humanity." Mr 
O'Connor's comments are in 
response to allegations made by a 
senior Navy consultant psychiatrist, 
Duncan Wallace, who in a letter to 
newspapers described the actions 
as "morally wrong and despicable". 
 
It is still unclear what action the 
Navy may take against Dr Wallace - 
a psychiatrist at Sydney's St 
Vincent's Hospital who this week 
returned from 30 days aboard HMAS 
Arunta, where he experienced the 
situation with the boat people first 
hand. 
 
A Navy spokesman said the matter 
was being investigated to determine 
if Dr Wallace had breached rules on 
commenting to the media. Those 
instructions state that personnel are 
not to make comments "which could 
place in doubt their political 
impartiality or acceptance of the 
obligation to implement the policy of 
the elected government". Mr 
O'Connor said Dr Wallace could 
face a court-martial, although that 
could embarrass the Navy. 
 
The anger, trauma and dissent in the Navy 
following the Children Overboard Affair and 
the subsequent Senate Inquiry into “A 
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Certain Maritime Incident” had a direct 
action result, probably from within their own 
circles, for Project SafeCom as well: within 
hours of Senator Faulkner’s 2003 speech at 
the Fabian Society, almost two dozen Navy 
photos of the Olong rescue arrived at my 
desktop by email from an anonymous 
source (SafeCom, 2003b). 
 
It was a scoop which helped consolidate for 
Project SafeCom the notion that working 
with reporters and selected journalists was 
one of the most powerful ways of giving 
voice to the circumstances of asylum 
seekers who were silenced by policy design 
and intent, because the photos and our 
comments countering Howard’s approach 
could now be widely distributed through the 
mainstream media, while for years 
afterwards, the website page with those 
photographs became one of the most 
frequently accessed pages on our website. 
Victoria Laurie, in the Weekend Australian, 
reported comments by Senator Faulkner 
and Project SafeCom a few days later, 
following the press alert. The article was 
accompanied by three of the photographs 
from the collection: 
 
Photographs of happy children being 
cuddled and cared for by relieved 
asylum-seeker parents have 
emerged, more than 18 months after 
the same parents were wrongly 
accused of throwing their children 
overboard. 
 
Six [sic] photographs, posted on the 
internet yesterday, show tired but 
attentive parents on the deck of 
HMAS Adelaide soon after they 
were rescued in October 2001 by 
navy personnel after their vessel, 
carrying 187 people, sank off the 
Australian coast. The Opposition 
said yesterday the release of the 
photographs before the election 
could have changed public attitudes 
to asylum seekers. Labor Senator 
John Faulkner, who sat on the 
children overboard Senate inquiry, 
said he had no doubt that if the 
photos had been released before the 
election, "there would have been 
much greater sympathy towards 
asylum seekers". 
 
He accused the government of 
deliberately preventing the Defence 
Department from releasing the 
images.  
 
"The government was intent on 
perpetuating the myth, for political 
advantage, that asylum seekers 
were callous and cruel towards their 
kids," he said.  
 
The photographs show mothers in 
headscarves and their husbands 
holding babies and sitting in family 
groups with young children draped in 
towels and drinking glasses of milk 
supplied by naval officers. 
 
The asylum-seekers became a focal 
point in the 2001 election campaign 
when pictures of children allegedly 
thrown in the water by their parents, 
were released days before the 
federal poll.  
 
At the time, Immigration Minister 
Philip Ruddock described the 
refugees' actions as a disturbing and 
premeditated act. John Howard said 
they were "a sorry reflection on their 
attitudes of mind."  
 
The Australian's Nathalie O'Brien 
broke the story that the children 
overboard incident never happened. 
The story days before the election 
forced the government release video 
of the episode and later sparked a 
Senate inquiry.  
 
The new softer images of the 
asylum-seekers were posted on a 
website by West Australian refugee 
advocate Jack Smit, who said he 
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had received them from an 
anonymous source.  
 
He claimed the images had been 
withheld from the public to 
dehumanise the asylum-seekers, 
despite the release of the now well-
known digital photographs - 
apparently taken at the same time 
by a navy officer - showing children 
in the water. "This is the same 
camera, the same (series of) 
pictures that went to John Howard, 
so why didn't they show the other 
ones to Australians?" Mr Smit said 
(Laurie, 2003). 
 
Punitive terminology and ‘illegals’ 
Third, the code-naming by Operation Relex, 
a sub-section of the Navy tasked to 
intercept asylum boats off the north coast of 
Australia, of the boats as “SIEV’s” or 
Suspected Illegal Entry Vessels, a coding 
maintained right up till the time of writing – 
eight years later – routinely established the 
intended language used all around the 
country, although it’s a serious misnomer. 
It’s not illegal to enter Australian waters or 
territory without permission or without a 
visa, and the term “suspected” establishes a 
presumed illegality and reinforces the 
intended notion which was integral to John 
Howard’s approach to boat arrivals. 
 
Under the terms of the 1951 United Nations 
Convention relating to the Status of 
Refugees (UN, 2008) and the 1967 Protocol 
(ibid), safe and open access to Convention 
countries to seek safety from persecution 
from home countries for any individual, with 
or without identity papers, and whatever the 
mode of arrival may be, is meant to be 
guaranteed. It is neither ‘illegal’ nor 
‘unlawful’ to access a country that has 
signed the UN Refugees Convention. In 
addition, in Australia there is no law that 
affirms any notion of this ‘illegality’. 
 
A note by Phil Griffiths of Australian 
National University on a human rights 
advocates' list (Griffiths, 2004) is helpful in 
clarifying the Australian legal situation: 
 
Under the Migration Act, it is not an 
offence to enter Australia without a 
visa. It is not even an offence to live 
in Australia without a visa.  
 
Instead, the law gives the 
government the right to detain and 
deport you, but you do not have to 
be first convicted of an offence by a 
court. If you don't have a valid visa, 
the legislation describes -- I repeat 
describes -- you as an "unlawful 
non-citizen", but while your 
described "status" is unlawful, you 
have committed no offence. 
 
The law states that "a non-citizen 
must not travel to Australia without a 
visa that is in effect", but there is no 
offence in doing this. The act of 
bringing a non-citizen to Australia 
without a visa can be an offence ... 
so airlines (and people with rickety 
boats) are targeted. 
 
The key to understanding all this is 
that immigration is mostly controlled 
via administrative law and 
administrative detention. This is 
incredibly regressive in terms of the 
most basic democratic rights ... 
indeed it's back to the legal 
structures of the middle ages. 
 
One response to the newly created 
language by the ruling conservative political 
party deserves special mention. The 
campaign, initiated by Project SafeCom, to 
set some standards for media reporting 
around asylum seekers and the use of the 
term ‘illegal’, while ongoing, became a 
remarkable success. 
 
For those media outlets which were intent 
on supporting the Howard government’s 
hardline position, continuous references to a 
presumed ‘illegality’ of the actions of asylum 
seekers who had arriving by boats 
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unannounced, proved a tough issue to 
tackle. 
 
Perth-based human rights advocate Ross 
Copeland gave a hint at a direction, and 
with his idea, derived from the UK Press 
Council’s responses to media reporting in 
the UK (Hall, 2004), we set up a campaign 
for Project SafeCom, urging all our 
supporters and website visitors to send a 
complaint to the reporter as well as the 
editor of newspaper and other print media 
found to practice the ‘illegal line’, and send 
copies of their complaint to the Australian 
Press Council (SafeCom, 2004a). 
 
Eventually this action, supported by 
hundreds of advocates around the country, 
several of them clearly unaware that the 
original call to action came from Project 
SafeCom, resulted in a complaint against 
the Sydney Morning Herald being sustained 
by a New South Wales advocate, and 
subsequently being upheld in a Council 
Ruling and Adjudication (Press Council, 
2004). We now had a standard by which to 
measure those who used the tag ‘illegal’ to 
denote asylum seekers, but even in 2009, 
Australia’s national broadsheet The 
Australian dapperly continued its resistance 
against the path endorsed by the Australian 
Press Council and others, in a scathing 
editorial, contrasting starkly against the 
national editorial guidelines of Australia’s 
broadcaster, the ABC (The Australian, 
2009). 
 
Barring Reporters 
Fourth, visits to those locked up in the 
camps were, and still are, rigidly restricted 
for the media. No cameras are allowed to 
be brought in by visitors, and no media 
representatives are allowed on visits without 
being invited by those locked up themselves 
as ‘identified friends’. A stark example of 
Howard’s success in directing the public 
service, in this case the Federal Police, was 
the January 2002 arrest of ABC Reporter 
Natalie Larkins at the fence of the Woomera 
detention centre, while she was reporting on 
a protest by asylum seekers – and in full 
compliance with reporting standards, 
carrying her reporters’ identification card. 
Sydney Morning Herald investigative 
reporter David Marr says: 
 
On Australia Day 2002, the 
Woomera detention centre was in 
turmoil, with inmates on hunger 
strikes, rioting and sewing their lips. 
A large number of press stood about 
in the desert that night watching. 
When ABC journalist Natalie Larkins 
questioned a police direction to fall 
back 200 metres from the camp 
perimeter, she was arrested. Other 
journalists and photographers were 
threatened with arrest if they did not 
move (Marr, 2007). 
 
There was a considerable cost to the 
nation’s press freedom ranking as a result 
of the restrictions imposed on the media 
and of this arrest (SafeCom 2004a). As 
reported by Australian Associated Press in 
the Sydney Morning Herald in 2004: 
 
Australia has ranked dismally in a 
global index on media freedom 
released by Paris-based watchdog 
Reporters Without Borders (RSF). 
Australia could only manage 41st 
position in RSF's third annual index 
of press freedom, lagging behind 
some former Eastern bloc nations, 
including Hungary (28), Czech 
Republic (19) and Poland (32). 
 
Regional neighbour New Zealand 
placed a respectable ninth and was 
one of only three nations outside 
Europe to rank in the top 20. But 
Australia's lowly ranking came as no 
surprise after it came under fire in 
the RSF's 2004 annual report 
released earlier this year.  
 
In particular, the watchdog criticised 
Australia's policies restricting press 
access to refugees. It said in the 
report that the Australian 
government "continued to prevent 
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journalists from covering the 
situation of refugees held in camps 
on Australian territory or in 
neighbouring countries".  
 
The report pointed to the January 
2002 arrest of ABC TV reporter 
Natalie Larkins, who was carted off 
and charged with trespassing on 
commonwealth property while trying 
to report on 300 hunger striking 
refugees at the Woomera Detention 
Centre in South Australia (AAP, 
2004). 
 
Xenophobia 
The fifth factor was not part of government 
policy, but it resided in Australian society 
itself. With his hardline policy, designed to 
win what looked like an unwinnable election 
in 2001, John Howard had shrewdly 
plugged into an attitudinal substream of 
what later would be called the ‘Fear of the 
Other’ by Labor MHR and Member for 
Fremantle Dr Carmen Lawrence (Lawrence 
2003). This meant that those who wanted to 
bring the voices of asylum seekers to the 
attention of policy makers also had to 
contend with public opinion. 
 
In an environment where these advocates 
found themselves in a minority, they also 
would find several media outlets unwilling to 
give due attention to the nationally 
sanctioned policies and strategies of a 
punitive nature, that were resulting in mental 
damage inside the bastion of border 
protection and the treatment of asylum 
seekers. Murray Goot, as cited by Gosden 
(2006), wrote that polls in 2001 showed that 
around 77% of the public ‘applauded’ John 
Howard with his hardline approach to 
asylum seekers.  Even around the time of 
the next 2004 Federal election, a poll, 
according to Sydney Morning Herald 
reporter Louise Dodson, suggests: 
 
While the study did not test ideas on 
detention, it found 54.4 per cent of 
those polled either strongly agreed 
or agreed with the Government's 
policy of turning away boats carrying 
asylum seekers, with only 28 per 
cent strongly disagreeing or 
disagreeing (Dodson, 2005). 
 
The difficulties with the media, their 
pandering to government policy, or where 
they could not show solid foundations that 
would lead them to pre-emptively take in a 
partisan position around the UN Refugee 
Convention and the International 
Declaration of Human Rights, against which 
they surely should have mirrored Australia’s 
politicians, dictated that we needed to work 
with selected reporters, current affairs 
programs and their editors, and with 
documentary makers contracted by 
Australia’s media outlets. 
 
Some of the stories highlighted below are 
examples of successful collaborations with 
these reporters and media outlets. 
 
From the media into Parliament: four 
case sketches 
Mohammed Saleh 
The death of Syrian asylum seeker 
Mohammed Saleh in a Perth hospital after 
having been locked up in an isolation cell in 
the Port Hedland detention centre’s Juliet 
Block for weeks on end, may well be one of 
the starkest examples of what happens if 
the messages of asylum seekers go 
unheard. 
 
Mr Saleh had reported to his Perth doctor 
that he did not deserve to live, because he 
felt he was no more than a dog. 
 
ABC Radio PM’s David Weber reported: 
 
Mohammed Saleh was admitted to 
Hollywood Hospital in Perth, for 
treatment for depression. The 
psychiatrist who treated Mr Saleh 
was Brendan Jansen. He said Mr 
Saleh had a post-traumatic stress 
disorder, related to torture and 
trauma at the hands of Syrian 
authorities. 
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Dr Jansen believed it would be 
detrimental to Mr Saleh's health, 
particularly his mental health, if he 
was sent back to Syria. Dr Jansen 
tendered a report to the coroner. PM 
has seen that report. Mr Saleh's 
symptoms included sleeping 
difficulties, weight loss, feelings of 
fear and guilt, and suicidal 
tendencies. His thoughts contained, 
what Dr Jansen described, as 
nihilistic themes. 
 
At one point, Mr Saleh feared that 
the interpreter, which had been 
provided for him, was Syrian. Dr 
Jansen said this resonated with 
previous traumatic incidents, and a 
general deterioration in his mental 
state. Mr Saleh was hearing a voice 
which told him he must die, that he 
was an animal, and that he did not 
deserve to live (ABC PM, 2002). 
 
His story stands in the context of what could 
well be described as the ‘primal scream’ 
frequently heard from protesting asylum 
seekers at the razor wire fences of their 
detention centres: “We are human, we are 
not animals”, and their claims that they felt 
like they were being treated as animals by 
the guards. The process of dehumanisation 
designed and intended by John Howard 
was becoming successful, and in terms of 
mental illness, it may well be possible to 
make the case that the treatment of asylum 
seekers – treating them like dogs and 
animals – was fully internalised by Mr 
Saleh, who would eventually die from the 
indignity suffered by him at the hand of 
guards, and ultimately by John Howard. 
 
ABC Radio National’s Breakfast reported 
that:  
 
Mohammed Saleh's family argued 
the illness, which culminated in his 
death, had been contributed to by 
his isolation in Juliet Block and that 
this was a form of collective 
punishment and therefore, illegal 
(ABC RN, 2002). 
 
While there clearly had been media reports 
about his death and the inquest before this 
time (ABC RN, 2002, Wynhausen, 2002), 
Mr Saleh’s story became widely known 
around Australia after I received a phone 
call from a Perth-based 17-year old, Sophie 
McNeill. She identified herself as someone 
who had attended a Project SafeCom Film 
event at the Film and TV Institute in January 
2003 (SafeCom, 2003a), and told me that 
SBS Insight had given her permission to 
make a television documentary about the 
death of Mr Saleh. We met for a coffee in 
Fremantle, and later spent an afternoon 
around Project SafeCom’s computer, and I 
gave her all my relevant contacts and a 
considerable wad of primary source 
documents around the coronary inquest into 
his death. 
 
Sophie McNeill’s documentary went to air 
under the title ‘Mohammed and Juliet, A 
Modern Tragedy’ on 8 May 2003 (SBS 
Insight, 2003), and it earned her the MEAA 
2003 Student Journalist of the Year Award, 
Best Newcomer at the 2003 West Australian 
Media Awards and Best Emerging Director 
at the 2003 West Australian Screen Awards 
(SBS Dateline, 2009). 
 
During the time Mr Saleh was held in 
isolation in the notorious Juliet Block in the 
Port Hedland detention centre for 13 days, a 
parliamentary delegation had visited the 
Port Hedland facility, and were discouraged 
– if not gently blocked – by the detention 
centre operator from ‘going upstairs’ and 
then ‘discovering’ the dirty, dark isolation 
cells where Mr Saleh would soon find 
himself. 
 
Retired Labor MP Colin Hollis, the Deputy 
Chair of the Foreign Affairs Subcommittee 
on Human Rights, told McNeill: 
 
We were told "Well, why did you we 
want to go upstairs" and the officials 
actually argued with us and tried to 
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persuade us not to go upstairs. It 
was dark. It stank. There were, I 
don't know how many cells and 
that's because they had iron doors, 
locked doors and behind these 
people - behind these doors were 
people looking at us with the most 
pitiful, sorrowful look I have ever 
seen in my life (SBS Insight, 2003). 
 
While Juliet Block by the time of the making 
of McNeill’s documentary had already been 
closed, the television screening would 
trigger additional vigorous questions in 
Parliament about the circumstances of his 
death, and about the fact that files relating 
to Juliet Block were missing from the 
detention centre operator Australasian 
Correctional Management (Hansard, 2004). 
Project SafeCom screened the 
documentary at a weekend forum at the 
University of Western Australia, ‘The Cost, 
the Carnage and The Bill’ (SafeCom, 
2003c), where we also heard from Elisabeth 
Lacey, the lawyer who had acted as the 
instructing solicitor at the inquest into Mr 
Saleh’s death. 
 
Mr Sammaki 
The 12 October 2002 Bali bombings had 
also resulted in the death of Endang, the 
wife of an asylum seeker locked up in the 
Woomera detention centre. The story first 
came to light through the work of Sarah 
Stephen, who at the time wrote about 
immigration and refugee issues for the small 
left-wing magazine Green Left Weekly 
(SafeCom, 2008). 
 
Sarah Stephen was the first and only 
reporter to tell her readers about the death 
of Ebrahim's Indonesian wife. I spoke to Ms 
Stephen and 'amplified' her report through a 
media note to the 200+ media outlets and 
reporters in our database, and interviews 
with Australian media followed the next day: 
the story was now becoming some real 
news for the mainstream press (SafeCom, 
2002b). 
 
Australia’s national broadcaster, the ABC, 
was now reporting nationally on October 17 
2002: 
 
The Department of Immigration says 
it is holding talks with the Indonesian 
Government on allowing the man to 
visit Bali to make funeral 
arrangements for his wife. 
 
Refugee advocate Jack Smit says 
the man was severely distressed by 
the news. "Word came to him 
directly from Bali after the 
Department of Immigration supplied 
him with a mobile phone to call the 
hospital regularly in Bali," Mr Smit 
said. 
 
"Yesterday word came through that 
as a result of 60 per cent burns to 
her body, she passed away." (ABC, 
2002) 
 
The amplification of the story to a national 
level was now setting the scene for many 
others to build the story, investigate the 
circumstances of his two children in 
Indonesia and pressure the Howard 
government over the ensuing refusal to 
unite the children with their father. 
 
It was also Project SafeCom that “outed” 
John Howard in public as having met the 
two children at the Bali bombings 
commemoration a year later, via an email 
alert about the meeting to its thousands of 
supporters. This alert and the subsequent 
actions taken by our supporters, led to 
questions in Parliament within 48 hours by 
the then Labor Opposition leader Simon 
Crean, in turn leading to photo evidence of 
the PM’s encounter being produced in The 
Senate and in the Sydney Morning Herald. 
Three weeks later these events would lead 
to Ebrahim and his children being granted 
permanent protection in Australia as 
refugees (SafeCom, 2008b). 
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Last Manus Man 
In July 2003 Australians were told by the 
Minister for Immigration that the Pacific 
Solution Lombrum Processing Centre on 
Manus Island, Papua New Guinea, was no 
longer operational. But Australia’s 
Immigration officials left one asylum seeker 
– Aladdin Sisalem – behind on the Island. 
Nobody knew about his case or story, but 
Sarah Stephen of Green Left Weekly knew 
something nobody else did. She broke the 
story, but no reporter picked it up: the 
mainstream media do not read Green Left 
Weekly. 
 
In this case, once again, it was possible to 
“amplify” the story about Mr Sisalem, written 
by Ms Stephen for the Green Left Weekly 
magazine by issuing a media release on 
August 19, 2003, and ensure that the main 
broadsheets and media outlets would pick 
up the story and run with it. Fairfax reporter 
for the Age, Andra Jackson, who later would 
break the story about Australian citizen 
Cornelia Rau, who was unlawfully 
incarcerated in the Baxter detention centre, 
took up the story with dedication (SafeCom, 
2003d). 
 
Cornelia Rau 
In the beginning of 2005, the Howard 
government’s confidence in its hardline and 
punitive detention policies received a 
serious blow with the discovery that we had 
locked up a mentally ill but otherwise fully 
qualified Australian citizen in the Red One 
isolation compound of the Baxter detention 
centre. 
 
A statement issued by detainees at the 
Baxter detention centre, in response to her 
treatment and following the ‘discovery’ of 
her case, was accepted for publication by 
the online magazine New Matilda 
(SafeCom, 2005). In response to its 
publication, Duncan Kerr MP, the Labor (at 
that time Opposition) Federal Member for 
Denison in Tasmania, commented on the 
published statement in the House of 
Representatives of Canberra’s Parliament: 
 
Any person who wishes to read 
about those routine cruelties would 
be well advised to have a look at two 
articles on the web site magazine 
called New Matilda: one by Julian 
Burnside called 'Honesty matters: 
the ethics of daily life' and one called 
'Talking about Cornelia' by Jack 
Smit. They are both in the most 
recent edition of New Matilda at 
newmatilda.com. I do not want to go 
through them at length, but I would 
commend to any member of this 
House and anyone listening a 
careful examination of those articles. 
 
We have reacted with horror to the 
circumstances that Cornelia Rau 
went through---an Australian, just 
like us---but her experience was 
repeated many times by other 
persons, and we did not react with 
such horror to those cases. Some of 
the things that have been happening 
behind those razor wire and 
electrified fences are akin to the kind 
of things that we would be critical of 
if they happened elsewhere in the 
world---akin to the kinds of things 
that we saw at Abu Ghraib on our 
television screens. That is not to say 
that everybody in the system is evil; 
our unwillingness to open our eyes 
to what is being done in our name is 
evil (Hansard, 2005). 
 
Changing the guard: Labor in power 
The conservative Liberal/National Howard 
government was soundly defeated at the 
2007 Federal election, and with Howard’s 
demise came also the turning of the pages, 
slowly and hesitantly but nonetheless 
significantly, in the treatment of 
unannounced boat-faring asylum seekers 
and the praxis of the Immigration 
Department. 
 
The new Immigration Minister Chris Evans, 
although reluctant in initiating radical 
structural and legal reforms, has established 
an attitudinal reform on many levels, starting 
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with the abolition of the so-called ‘Pacific 
Solution’ (SafeCom 2008a) where asylum 
seekers are warehoused in camps in other 
countries than Australia, the abolition of the 
cruel ‘Temporary Protection Visas’ which 
had, during the Howard years, excluded the 
right to family reunion of immediate family 
members, including spouse and children, 
and which compelled a re-proving of 
refugee claims after three years (SafeCom 
2008c). 
 
Evans also reversed the onus on ongoing 
incarceration so Immigration Department 
officials now will have to show cause for 
someone to be held in detention camps or 
facilities beyond the initial period of health 
and identity checks. But I wrote, following 
his announcement of the changes at a 
lecture at Australian National University 
(SafeCom 2009b): 
 
Regrettably, while these changes in 
approach to detention are 
substantial, and on some level 
represent even a retreat from 
Labor's intent with its mandatory 
detention as introduced in 1992, 
Labor maintains its "underclass" of 
unannounced boat arrivals, the 
changes do not touch the massive 
4,600 island excision zone, and 
while they suggest a mothballing of 
the Christmas Island detention 
centre, the keys for this John 
Howard Asylum Gulag will be 
available at a moment's notice. 
 
A few months later, those keys to the 
Christmas Island Gulag – the super-secure, 
state-of-the-art and microwave-controlled 
maximum security immigration detention 
facility, designed and built at a $460,000 
cost by the Howard government – indeed 
turned the keys for this ghastly, 800-bed, 
remotely located detention centre for 
asylum seekers arriving unannounced by 
boat (SafeCom 2009a). 
 
As yet, there has been no change to 
legislation to start on a path of permanent 
reform of the status of unannounced boat-
faring asylum seekers, and thorough 
legislative reforms are not likely: it was 
Labor during the 1990’s that introduced the 
mandatory detention of what Australia calls 
‘unlawful arrivals’. 
 
Conclusion 
When the humane treatment and the 
maintenance of universally defined human 
rights of vulnerable groups in a society are 
undermined by politicians, civil groups can 
be successful in undertaking actions that 
have an impact, first through the media, and 
from there, into the realm of the national 
parliament, eventually contributing to policy 
changes. 
 
The Australian experience following events 
around the arrival by boat and detention of 
asylum seekers in 2001 shows that if civil 
human rights activists and advocates clearly 
define what the case is, and then, based on 
this precise diagnosis and assessment, 
develop tools of action, using a 
collaboration with those in the media who 
will report with them and for them, while 
linking with advocates and activists around 
the country, measurable outcomes can be 
attainable. 
 
This paper has shown that civil advocates 
and activists can, and have, responded 
directly, deliberately, and successfully to 
politicians’ strategies and policies designed 
to silence the voices of uninvited boat 
arrivals. Activists have replied with unique 
actions of giving voices to refugees in the 
form of mobile phones covertly provided, 
while supply was prohibited. A broad 
network of advocates and activists bridged 
the “tyranny of distance” by travelling the 
thousands of miles to be part of civil 
protests in the remote areas of Australia 
where detention camps were located. Using 
reporters and documentary makers – who 
themselves were barred from freely 
accessing detained asylum seekers – 
advocates and activists were successful in 
becoming intermediaries, getting case 
stories reported on radio, television and in 
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newsprint media. The publication of these 
case stories in the media has led in turn to 
actions being taken or being forced on 
Federal parliamentarians and policy 
makers. Using the national broadcasting 
regulator, advocates, using email and 
internet networks, were successful in 
countering the punitive language used by 
their politicians and the media to describe 
the status of asylum seekers by taking the 
media to task when necessary. 
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Endnotes: 
 
¹ Office Communications between Project 
SafeCom and some advocates: advocates 
allege that Immigration Department officers 
at the Curtin Immigration Detention facility 
conducted unregulated 'pre-screenings' or 
their own design and execution, and those 
who, according to these officers, 'would 
never be allowed in Australia' were kept in a 
separate compound for 11 months. These 
asylum seekers, during this period, were not 
allowed any phone calls to relatives in their 
home countries, were not allowed any 
contact with lawyers, or with advocates or 
friends or anyone else outside the detention 
centre. They did not receive any 
communication as to their status or asylum 
claim application progress during this 
period. They were held incommunicado in 
the starkest way imaginable. Identity and 
location of advocates as well as telephone 
conversation dates have been kept private 
for security reasons. 
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Abstract 
Refugee and immigrant settlement is situated within a context of government policy and 
practice, as well as a receiving or ‘host’ community. Traditionally these factors have been 
isolated, in policy and research, such that much attention has been devoted to the study of 
refugee and migrant ‘adjustment’ with relatively less attention to how this is influenced by the 
attitudes and expectations of members of the host community. Moreover, governments’ policies 
have focused on programs to assist refugees and migrants in their transition to a new 
community, but have neglected the needs of host community members in the acculturation 
process. This has served to further marginalise migrant and refugee communities within the 
Australian context, and has failed to recognise the reciprocal and dynamic nature of intergroup 
relations. In this paper I discuss these limitations in the context of an interactive acculturation 
framework, with particular emphasis on research that examines host community perspectives 
on refugee and immigrant settlement; the discourse of the dominant. 
 
Key words: dominant culture; discourse; intergroup relations; immigrants; refugees 
 
Introduction 
This special issue addresses the gap 
between research and policy in the 
settlement and integration of refugees and 
immigrants in a new community, with 
particular emphasis on the need to translate 
narrative and discursive research 
approaches into government policy. In this 
paper I take an alternative approach by 
focusing on the discourse of members of 
the ‘host’ or receiving society, particularly 
those who might be described as the 
dominant group in that setting1. Despite 
their cultural and social hegemony, I argue 
that researchers and policy makers need to 
pay attention to this discourse. By this I do 
not mean they should respond to the vocal 
prejudiced minority by playing the ‘race 
card’. Instead I am referring to the need to 
engage the large proportion of dominant 
group members who express ambivalent 
attitudes to immigrant acculturation and 
integration. These attitudes are 
characterised by positive and negative 
                                                          
1 The dominant group in Australia is white Australian 
with a British cultural heritage. For further discussion 
of this see Hage (1998) and Forrest and Dunn (2006). 
components; there is support for some 
aspects of immigrants’ cultural maintenance 
but this ‘tolerance’ is constructed relative to 
white, Anglo-Australian norms, and racism 
and prejudice remain. Opening a 
constructive dialogue with these community 
members is necessary, precisely because 
they have political, social and economic 
power, but also because perceived threats 
to that power are often blamed on 
scapegoats such as immigrants and 
refugees. But most importantly, the dialogue 
is critical because research demonstrates 
that the attitudes, beliefs and behaviours of 
this group have a significant influence on 
the experiences of refugees and immigrants 
as they settle and adapt in their new 
communities (Bourhis, Moïse, Perreault, & 
Senécal, 1997; Van Oudenhouven, Ward, & 
Masgoret, 2006). 
 
Psychological research on intergroup 
relations in plural societies has tended to be 
split between two traditions: one that 
focuses on acculturation research and 
theory, and another that emphasizes ethnic 
relations (Berry, 2006). The former 
perspective has involved studies of the 
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experiences of non-dominant groups, 
particularly immigrants and refugees from 
non-English speaking backgrounds. Many 
of these studies have examined 
acculturation strategies, acculturative 
stress, and long-term adaptation (Berry, 
2006; Ward & Masgoret, 2006). In contrast, 
the emphasis of the ethnic relations 
approach has been primarily in investigating 
the attitudes, beliefs and behaviours of 
dominant groups and has tended to fall 
within the frameworks of social psychology. 
This has resulted in studies of prejudice, 
discrimination, and ethnocentrism, as well 
as research addressing attitudes toward 
immigration and cultural diversity (Leong, 
2008; Ward & Masgoret, 2006). 
More recently researchers have attempted 
to bring these two fields of study together, 
not simply to improve our theoretical and 
conceptual understanding of the issues but 
also because refugee and immigrant 
adjustment occur within a context of 
government policy and an existing 
community. That is, it is now increasingly 
recognized that intergroup relations are 
reciprocal and dynamic, such that, for 
example, acculturation strategies adopted 
by immigrants are influenced by the policies 
and practices of the receiving society, as 
well as the attitudes of the dominant group 
members of that receiving society (Bourhis 
et al., 1997; Kalin & Berry, 1996; Van de 
Vijver, Breugelmans, & Schalk-Soekar, 
2008; Van Oudenhoven, Ward, & Masgoret, 
2006). Similarly, both dominant and non-
dominant groups hold views on the potential 
benefits, problems, and consequences of 
immigration and cultural diversity. 
 
 
Interactive acculturation 
Acculturation is usually defined as the 
cultural change that results when two (or 
more) groups “come into continuous first-
hand contact” (Redfield, Linton, & 
Herskovits, 1936, p. 149)2. Berry (1980, 
                                                          
2 ‘Culture’, in this context, typically refers to the 
practices, customs, beliefs and traditions associated 
2006) identified two independent but related 
dimensions of acculturation: the extent to 
which persons in cultural transition wish to 
maintain the values, customs and norms of 
their culture/s of origin (sometimes referred 
to as ‘heritage’ or ancestral culture), and the 
extent to which they desire interaction with 
other cultural groups, including the host or 
dominant culture. This, according to Berry, 
results in four acculturation strategies or 
orientations: 1) integration, in which both 
dimensions are endorsed, also described as 
biculturalism; 2) assimilation, in which the 
culture of origin is not maintained and 
individuals ‘blend in’ with the host 
community; 3) separation, in which the 
culture of origin is maintained and 
interaction with other groups is minimal; and 
4) marginalization; in which there is little 
original culture maintenance as well as a 
distancing from other groups. 
 
The policies and practices of the host 
community influence the success of these 
acculturation strategies (Van Oudenhoven, 
Ward, & Masgoret, 2006). For example, 
integration is likely to be difficult to pursue in 
a society with an official policy of 
assimilation since there would be little 
practical support for maintenance of the 
heritage culture (Berry, 2006). Similarly, a 
strategy of assimilation can be hampered by 
experiences of discrimination or rejection by 
members of the dominant culture. Such 
rejection can result in a forced ‘strategy’ of 
separation, if there is a sufficiently large 
community of people from the same 
background. Finally, marginalisation is 
typically exhibited among Indigenous 
groups that have been colonized (invaded), 
often as a consequence of the oppressive 
policies and practices of the colonizer. In 
Australia, for example, the practice of 
forcible removal of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander children from their families 
(the Stolen Generations) resulted in the loss 
of indigenous languages, customs and 
traditions for many Indigenous Australians 
                                                                                       
with ethnicity and/or nationality: “common descent 
and shared origin” (Verkuyten, 2005a, p.75). 
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(Human Rights and Equal Opportunities 
Commisssion, 1997).  In many cases these 
experiences rendered cultural maintenance 
extremely difficult, and interaction with the 
colonizer, profoundly unattractive. Thus 
marginalisation is often regarded as a 
forced effect of policy and practice, rather 
than a strategy of choice (Van Oudenhoven 
et al., 2006). 
 
Whilst Berry’s model has been criticized as 
too simple to capture the multiple 
acculturation orientations and strategies that 
are possible (e.g., Rudmin, 2003), it has 
tended to dominate acculturation research. 
Much of this research has focused on 
immigrants to Western nations, and has 
demonstrated that most immigrant groups 
report a preference for an integration 
strategy (e.g., Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind, 
Horenczyk, & Schmitz, 2003; Van 
Oudenhoven Prins, & Buunk, 1998). There 
are some notable exceptions to this, such 
as the Turkish Gastarbeiter in Germany who 
have indicated a preference for separation 
(Piontkowski, Florack, Hoelker, & 
Obdrzálek, 2000). Piontkowski et al. (2000) 
found that this was related to a number of 
factors including the extent to which Turkish 
participants perceived group boundaries as 
permeable, that is, that they were able to 
“participate completely in German life” (p. 
10). Group boundaries may be seen as 
impermeable when immigrants feel rejected 
by members of the dominant culture, both 
informally (e.g., in daily interaction), and 
formally, through institutional policies 
regarding immigration and citizenship. 
Perceiving one’s group as highly dissimilar 
from the dominant culture can also 
contribute to a belief that group boundaries 
are fixed. Extending this to the Australian 
context, it is possible that some groups in 
Australia who are perceived as (and 
perceive themselves to be) very different 
from the dominant Australian culture will be 
more likely to endorse a separationist 
strategy. However, relatively little is known 
about the acculturation preferences of 
specific immigrant and refugee communities 
in Australia. 
 
Conclusions concerning the acculturation 
preferences of immigrants and refugees are 
also limited by methodological factors, since 
potential confounds such as social 
desirability in responding are rarely 
examined or controlled for. For example, 
immigrants and refugees who regard their 
legal status (in terms of citizenship and/or 
visa status) as precarious may be more 
likely to report an acculturation preference 
that conforms to social norms or 
expectations. This likelihood is enhanced 
when the researcher is perceived as a 
member of the dominant culture and/or a 
person or organization with authority (e.g., 
in a government survey). Similarly, the 
proportion of marginalised groups and 
individuals identified in acculturation studies 
is likely to be an underestimate because, by 
definition, marginalized persons/groups are 
difficult to recruit and less likely to be 
involved in research. Rudmin (2003) and 
others have also challenged the usefulness 
of categories to capture the acculturation 
and adaptation experiences of immigrants 
and refugees, which are likely to vary 
across individuals and groups, and over 
time. Thus, questions remain as to the ‘true’ 
acculturation strategies of non-dominant 
groups in cultural contact. 
 
The issue that is of greater interest to this 
paper, however, is the extent to which the 
acculturation strategy preferences reported 
by immigrants and refugees mirror the 
acculturation expectations of members of 
the dominant or ‘host’ culture. That is, how 
do members of the host community expect 
immigrants to acculturate and adapt? This 
has become a topic of research interest 
more recently, and Bourhis et al. (1997) 
extended on Berry’s model to propose five 
components to capture host community’s 
expectations: integration, segregation, 
assimilation, exclusion and individualism. 
Integration, segregation and assimilation 
mirror the dimensions of acculturation 
strategy in Berry’s model, and exclusion 
refers to a form of marginalization (at its 
most extreme, it connotes a preference for a 
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closed-border policy with no immigration at 
all). Persons who endorse individualism 
leave the strategy open to individual choice 
and do not expect a single approach over 
another. 
 
Research shows that there is often a 
mismatch between the acculturation 
preferences of immigrants and host 
community members (e.g., Piontkowski et 
al., 2000; Rohmann, Florack, & Pointkowski, 
2006; Van Oudenhoven, Prins, & Buunk, 
1998). For example, in some studies 
majority or dominant group members have 
reported a preference for immigrants to 
assimilate rather than integrate (e.g., 
Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2003; Van 
Oudenhoven, et al., 1998). This can depend 
on the immigrant group under consideration, 
for example, Piontkowski et al. (2000) found 
that whilst the native Swiss preferred 
integration overall, there was also strong 
support for separation and marginalization 
for Yugoslavian immigrants in particular. 
Relatively little is known about the reasons 
for such different expectations, although 
they may be related to perceived cultural 
similarity, or cultural distance, as noted 
earlier. 
 
Not only do immigrants and dominant group 
members sometimes disagree on what is 
appropriate or desirable in terms of 
acculturation, they also misinterpret each 
other. Rohmann et al. (2006) found 
discordance between majority and minority 
members’ perceptions of the other group’s 
acculturation attitude among Turkish 
immigrants and native Germans in 
Germany. Whilst the majority (77%) of 
native Germans endorsed an integrationist 
strategy, only 33% of Turkish participants 
indicated that they thought Germans 
supported integration for Turkish people in 
Germany. Similarly, native German 
participants reported that, in their view, only 
56% of Turks preferred integration and 36% 
supported separation.  
 
 
Attitudes among the dominant group in 
Australia 
Although there is less Australian research 
on acculturation attitudes, studies have 
demonstrated that dominant group 
members are ambivalent in their attitudes to 
immigrant integration and the policy of 
multiculturalism (Ang, Brand, Noble, & 
Wilding, 2002; Ang, Brand, Noble, & 
Sternberg, 2006; Dandy, in press; Dandy & 
Pe-Pua, 2009; Dunn, Forrest, Burnley, & 
McDonald, 2004; Ho, 1990). There appears 
to be public support for refugees and 
immigrants to maintain their cultures, at 
least in principle and when measured as 
agreement with statements on a 
questionnaire. However, endorsement of 
immigrants’ cultural maintenance is often 
coupled with concerns about threats to 
Australian national identity and national 
unity (Dandy, in press; Dunn et al., 2004). 
Consequently, what is commonly 
understood to be ‘cultural maintenance’ is 
defined narrowly - what is accepted is 
perhaps the ‘pasta and polka’ version of 
multiculturalism, in which cultural 
components such as food and dress are 
encouraged but other aspects such as 
values and norms are less likely to be 
accepted (Collins, 2003). Limits on cultural 
maintenance are called for most vigorously 
when minorities that are considered more 
culturally distant from Anglo-Australian 
norms are being considered. Historically this 
included immigrants and refugees who were 
from China and Vietnam, and more recently 
this has extended to people who are Muslim 
and/or from the Middle-East3 and refugees 
from African countries (Dandy & Pe-Pua, 
2009; Dunn et al., 2004; Pember, 2008; 
Poynting & Noble, 2004). Moreover, the 
daily experience of many immigrants and 
refugees in Australia is one in which racial 
discrimination and prejudice are common 
(Ang et al., 2006; Office of Multicultural 
                                                          
3 This reflects an inaccurate but commonly held 
stereotype in Australia. Contrary to the perceived 
association, the majority of Muslims in Australia are 
not from the Middle-East but from Indonesia and 
Malaysia. 
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Interests, 2009; Poynting & Noble, 2004; 
Sanson et al., 1998). 
 
In addition, recent qualitative research 
demonstrates that often what dominant 
group members refer to as ‘integration’ is 
more akin to assimilation. For example, in 
our interviews about multiculturalism, 
immigration and diversity with dominant 
group members, many participants 
expressed an expectation that immigrants 
become ‘Australian’ in their ways, although 
the meaning of Australian was never made 
explicit (Dandy & Pe-Pua, 2009). Similarly, 
in an ethnographic study of Anglo-
Australians’ perceptions of multiculturalism 
and immigrant integration, one of Pember’s 
(2008) participants said “if people choose to 
live here, then I want them to choose to be 
Australian over anything else”4. Newspaper 
letters to the editor and calls to talkback 
radio echo a norm that is assimilationist and 
culturally exclusive, as captured in a recent 
Australia Day slogan: I am Australian: I eat 
meat, I drink beer and I speak bloody 
English. Whilst it could be argued that these 
are the voices of a racist minority, the 
research suggests that ambivalence is 
common; across studies only around 50% 
of Australians support multiculturalism and 
many people express both positive and 
negative feelings about the impacts of 
immigration and multiculturalism (Dandy, in 
press).  
 
Ambivalence in Australian public opinion on 
immigrant integration and multiculturalism is 
not surprising given the mixed messages of 
Australian multicultural policy. Originally 
modelled on the Canadian example, the 
Australian policy has three main 
components; the right to maintain cultural 
heritage and identity by immigrant (and 
indigenous) groups; a principle of social 
equality; and the economic benefits of 
immigration and diversity (Collins, 2003; 
National Multicultural Advisory Council 
[NMAC], 1999). A further component was 
added under the Howard-Coalition 
                                                          
4 Cited with the author’s permission. 
government; civic duty, introduced in 1999. 
In the summary statement, civic duty is 
referred to as obligations to Australia’s 
“structures and principles – our Constitution, 
democratic institutions and values” (NMAC; 
emphasis added). This was accompanied 
by a re-framing of the policy as Australian 
multiculturalism. Whether these policy 
changes were intended to reflect or direct 
public opinion remains the domain of 
political scientists, however they are further 
evidence of the ambivalent and conflicted 
nature of the political approach to 
‘managing’ diversity in Australia.  
 
The trend towards emphasising immigrants’ 
obligations to the dominant culture, at least 
in terms of institutions and laws, is not 
unique to Australia. Other western, 
developed nations, such as the UK, France 
and Italy, have witnessed an increase in 
anti-immigrant sentiment. In addition, and 
perhaps in response to these concerns, 
some governments have introduced policies 
designed to discourage ‘illegal’ immigrants 
(e.g., Italy) and/or to encourage 
commitment to the political institutions, laws 
and customs of the dominant culture, such 
as the introduction of a citizenship test in 
the UK. Public debate about integration and 
diversity in these nations appears to follow a 
similar pattern to that in Australia, although 
in these countries it is within the context of 
shared commitments to the European 
Union. 
 
Attitudinal ambivalence among dominant 
group members may be because policies 
such as multiculturalism are identity-
threatening; members of the dominant 
culture have to make room for ‘other’ 
cultures and identities and this is perceived 
as threatening to their cultural hegemony 
(Verkuyten, 2005b). Using Integrated Threat 
Theory (Stephan & Stephan, 2000), this is a 
form of symbolic threat – to the in-group’s 
values, beliefs, customs and norms. 
Attitudes to ‘out-groups’, such as 
immigrants and refugees, have also been 
found to be associated with realistic threat 
concerns (Rick, Mania, & Gaertner, 2006). 
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These include concerns about competition 
for resources (e.g., employment, social 
welfare) and perceived threats to political 
and economic power. Threat has been 
shown to influence attitudes to 
multiculturalism and immigration among 
members of the dominant culture in the 
Netherlands (Verkuyten, 2005b), New 
Zealand (Ward and Masgoret, 2006), and 
Australia (Dandy & Pe-Pua, 2009). 
Concerns about threats to jobs are given 
further weight when governments announce 
a decrease in the immigration intake in light 
of an economic downturn or recession, such 
as occurred in Australia early in 2009.  
 
Australian attitudes to refugees and 
asylum seekers 
Whilst many dominant culture members in 
Australia are ambivalent about immigrant 
acculturation, their attitudes to refugees and 
asylum seekers are more clear-cut. There 
are refugee advocates (Every & 
Augoustinos, 2007; Lange, Kamalkhari, & 
Baldassar, 2007) but it appears that many 
Australians hold profoundly negative 
attitudes toward refugees and asylum 
seekers (Pedersen, Atwell, & Heveli, 2005; 
Pedersen, Watt, & Hansen, 2006; 
Schweitzer, Perkoulidis, Krome, Ludlow, & 
Ryan, 2005). More is known about attitudes 
to asylum seekers than refugees, since 
much of the research has focused on the 
highly politicised and emotive ‘boat person’ 
label rather than refugees per se. It would 
appear that there is a distinction, both in 
public opinion and political discourse, 
between an asylum seeker and a ‘genuine 
refugee’ (Pedersen et al., 2006; Klocker, 
2004). To a large extent this debate centres 
around talk of the alleged Australian values 
of fairness and egalitarianism (Every & 
Augoustinos, 2007, 2008) because asylum 
seekers are typically constructed as ‘queue 
jumpers’. These are represented as persons 
who seek protection without going through 
‘the proper channels’ displacing ‘real’ 
refugees (Pedersen et al., 2005). This 
suggests that there may be different 
dimensions underlying the dominant group’s 
attitudes to asylum seekers and refugees, 
compared with attitudes to immigrants 
(Dandy & Pe-Pua, 2009). 
  
Despite the apparent public and political 
differentation among constructions of 
‘refugee’, ‘asylum seeker’ and ‘immigrant’, 
research shows there is some overlap in the 
Australian dominant group’s attitudes, 
particularly as they relate to realistic threat 
concerns. For example, studies have shown 
that there is disquiet about refugees 
receiving social welfare and being an 
economic burden (Klocker, 2004; 
Schweitzer et al., 2005). There is also 
evidence of symbolic threat in the form of 
concerns about Australian values and 
identity (e.g., Saxton, 2003; Schweitzer et 
al., 2005). Finally, the theme of cultural 
difference is also invoked in the discourse 
about asylum seekers (e.g., Every & 
Augoustinos, 2007). As noted earlier, this is 
a theme that we commonly see in the 
dominant discourse around immigrants and 
multiculturalism, and has been proposed to 
be a form of ‘new’ or modern racism (Every 
& Augoustinos, 2007). 
 
Conclusion 
My aim in this paper was to characterise 
how members of the dominant culture in 
Australia perceive immigrants in the context 
of settlement and acculturation. These 
attitudes, which I have argued are complex 
and ambivalent, have the potential to affect 
immigrant and refugee adjustment in a 
variety of ways, particularly when they are 
discordant with the official rhetoric or 
immigrants’ own strategies and desires. 
Negative attitudes toward refugees and 
asylum seekers, espoused in public forums 
such as talkback radio and letters to 
newspapers, on car bumper stickers and in 
casual conversation, create a climate in 
which discriminatory and hostile behaviour 
can seem acceptable. In turn, this can result 
in separation or marginalisation of minority 
communities. 
 
Moreover, a host community expectation 
that immigrants will assimilate is clearly at 
odds with Australian multicultural policy. 
Dandy 
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Even when cultural maintenance is 
supported by dominant group members, the 
research shows there is a desire to place 
limits on the extent and nature of that 
‘cultural content’. Whilst these limits are not 
clearly defined, it would appear that cultural 
difference is still constructed (or tolerated) 
relative to the dominant Anglo-Australian 
norm (Dunn et al., 2004). The centreing of 
this cultural norm is also reflected in the 
recent re-framing of Australian multicultural 
policy, as well as the withdrawal of funding 
for specific support programs. Whether 
these changes to government policy and 
practice reflect a reaction to perceived 
community sentiment or are an attempt to 
lead public opinion is difficult to determine. 
However, as noted by Stratton and Ang 
(1994, p.127), multicultural policy in 
Australia has always been a “top-bottom 
political strategy” rather than a grass-roots 
community movement.  
 
What is needed is a constructive, two-way 
(or multi-way) dialogue around these issues. 
This should include recognition of the social, 
political and cultural dominance of Anglo-
Australians, as well as an understanding of 
how this dominance might be perceived as 
under threat. In some ways, Australian 
multicultural policy renders Anglo-Australian 
cultural hegemony invisible; it is the 
assumed norm (Forrest & Dunn, 2006; 
Hage, 1998). It needs to be made visible, 
challenged and debated. In short, the voices 
of all community members – ‘dominant’, 
‘immigrant’ and ‘refugee’ and ‘indigenous’ – 
can and should be heard. Qualitative 
research in this area is particularly 
informative because methodologies such as 
discourse and narrative analysis are able to 
capture the complexity and ambivalence of 
people’s attitudes as well as the nuances of 
modern or ‘new’ racism (Every & 
Augoustinos, 2007).  
 
Although the local, socio-historical context is 
clearly important in the understanding of 
intergroup relations, many of these issues 
are not unique to the Australian context. 
Instead, they are a feature of many nations 
that have experienced a rise in immigration 
and an associated increase in ethnic, 
cultural and religious diversity. Moreover, 
the successful negotiation of intergroup 
relations is of particular concern in western, 
liberal democracies that advocate social 
justice principles and individual rights and 
freedoms, such as the UK, France, 
Germany and the Netherlands. As 
researchers, our challenge is to capture and 
convey the many voices in the debate so 
that we can inform and engage political 
leadership in Australia, and elsewhere.  
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Innovative Dialogues: Refugee Students, Pre-service Teachers 
and “Top of the Class” 
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Abstract 
This paper examines the House of Representatives “Top of the Class” document and its focus 
on teacher quality through the critical method which is a theoretical endeavour with critical intent 
at the level of practice. It focuses on the Refugee Action Support Program offered in the School 
of Education, University of Western Sydney, which speak to community and political concerns 
about teacher quality. The Refugee Action Support Program as a community engagement 
practicum not only attends to the university-based measures of quality but also supports 
innovative dialogue with government based reports like “Top of the Class” which was expected 
to examine the “scope, suitability, organisation, resourcing and delivery of teacher training 
courses in Australia’s public and private universities and to examine the preparedness of 
graduates to meet the current and future demands of teaching in Australia’s schools” (House of 
Representatives, 2007, p. xi). 
 
Introduction 
Greater Western Sydney is an area that is 
far from homogeneous. Not only is the 
physical landscape and social geography of 
the region diverse, but the residents also 
encounter a tremendously diverse range of 
issues and opportunities. As the first 
destination of choice for many African 
refugees arriving in Australia, a 
considerable number of African 
humanitarian refugees have settled in the 
area since the beginning of the millennium 
(Community Relations Commission, 2006). 
Between July 2001 and July 2006, over five 
thousand African-born humanitarian 
refugees were settled in Western Sydney. It 
is the most culturally and linguistically 
diverse region in New South Wales (ABS, 
2002). 
  
It is clear that Greater Western Sydney and 
the University of Western Sydney (UWS) 
have a unique set of communities with 
higher proportions of relative social 
disadvantage and ultimately lower access to 
resources. The University of Western 
Sydney and in particular the School of 
Education at the Penrith campus have 
adopted a conceptual framework for pre-
service teachers that includes a 
commitment to teaching for social and 
cultural diversity to prepare teachers to work 
with students from diverse racial, ethnic, 
social class and language backgrounds. 
Creating a learning climate that encourages 
awareness and appreciation for those with 
various cultural backgrounds is an important 
role of the teacher education program at 
UWS and to meet this need, the School of 
Education has introduced a community 
engagement practicum. 
 
This community engagement practicum is 
distinctive and there is a clear indication of 
shared responsibility with benefits to 
teachers, students, schools, parents and the 
wider community. The practicum program 
comprises sixty hours of community 
engagement that gives pre-service Master 
of Teaching students the opportunity to 
develop their understanding of the individual 
needs of school-age students they meet 
and the chance to work alongside and learn 
from the expertise of classroom teachers, 
mentors and community liaison officers. 
This practicum also emphasizes reflective 
practice - reflection facilitates the 
Naidoo 
 
 236 
connection between practice and theory and 
fosters critical self-reflection so that pre-
service teachers gain a range of different 
perspectives on school students and 
educational issues in Sydney’s Greater 
Western Region. Noddings (1984, p. 72) 
notes: 
 
The primary aim of every educational 
institution and of every educational 
effort must be the maintenance and 
enhancement of caring. It functions 
as an end means, and criterion for 
judging suggested means. We 
cannot separate means and ends in 
education because the desired result 
is part of the process and the 
process carries with it the notion of 
persons undergoing it becoming 
somehow ‘better’. 
 
The Refugee Action Support Program 
Refugee Action Support (RAS) is a 
community-based practicum that requires 
pre-service teachers to extend their 
knowledge and experience beyond the 
classroom, using their pedagogical and 
inter-personal skills to support young people 
in different ways. In May, 2007, RAS began 
as a community engagement option for 
secondary pre-service teachers interested 
in tutoring young African refugee students in 
literacy and numeracy support in one of four 
after-school homework centres, located in 
the Western Sydney region. This pilot 
program expanded in 2008 to include nine 
high schools across two disadvantaged 
metropolitan Sydney regions with high 
refugee populations. 
 
The RAS program also started as a result of 
a call from the African community in the 
Western Sydney region. Since most African 
parents were ill-equipped to deal with the 
academic literacy issues that their children 
faced, community leaders and project 
workers requested homework support for 
young refugee students in Western Sydney 
high schools. Furthermore, a study 
completed for the National Centre for 
Vocational Education Research (NCVER) 
found that “many teachers were struggling 
to adapt their teaching to meet the needs of 
… learners [who were] humanitarian 
refugees from African countries” (Burgoyne 
& Hull, 2007, p. 5 cited in Ferfolja, Mc 
Carthy, Naidoo, Vickers & Hawker, 2009). 
The report also found that teachers were 
not familiar with the “literature on learners 
from highly oral cultures or of the need to 
develop oral language teaching strategies 
that do not rely on written prompts” 
(Burgoyne & Hull, 2007, p. 6 cited in 
Ferfolja, et al, 2009). Additionally, the 
teachers’ demand for professional 
development in the areas pertaining to 
humanitarian refugees exceeded supply, 
and that greater support was needed for 
teachers to understand the “cultural and 
linguistic backgrounds of new populations of 
learners…and in developing or extending 
teachers’ classroom techniques to build on 
learner strengths” (Burgoyne & Hull, 2007, 
p. 6 cited in Ferfolja, et al, 2009).  
  
Cassity and Gow (2006, cited in Ferfolja, et 
al, 2009) found that “the schooling system is 
not working well for many recently arrived 
African young people. There are success 
stories but, in general, students are 
struggling within new institutional settings … 
Evidently, teachers, school support staff and 
youth workers feel ill-equipped and under-
resourced to deal with the soaring numbers” 
(p. 1).  The NSW Department of Education 
and Training (NSW DET) do have other 
refugee programs in place, namely, the 
Refugee Transition Program, but this 
program does not necessarily focus on 
teacher education. Pre-service teacher 
education programs that address 
‘difference,’ particularly in the field of 
refugee/immigrant studies, may be one way 
of ensuring a large number of future 
teachers acquire crucial understandings 
about the needs of these refugee student 
populations (Ferfolja, et al, 2009, p. 7). 
 
The RAS program began in 2007 as a 
collaborative arrangement between UWS, 
the NSW DET, and the Australian Literacy 
and Numeracy Foundation (ALNF). It aimed 
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to provide targeted literacy and numeracy 
support to humanitarian refugee students 
who have transitioned, within the previous 
two years, from Intensive English Centres to 
mainstream secondary schools. Even 
though all refugee children who attend 
secondary schools are provided with 
English language instruction through 
enrolment in Intensive English Centres, time 
restrictions of four school terms in 
government funded centres result in only a 
partial development of language and 
acculturation skills. This disadvantages 
refugee students especially as the 
acquisition of academic English proficiency 
takes approximately four to seven years and 
perhaps longer for individuals experiencing 
interrupted schooling (Brown, Miller & 
Mitchell, 2007). Furthermore, an increasing 
number of refugee children from Africa have 
had little, and at times, no formal schooling 
prior to their arrival in this country 
(Community Relations Commission, 2006), 
with many having spent several years in 
refugee camps. Further complicating the 
situation is the fact that African culture is 
highly oral and the written text is of little 
significance. As many parents/caregivers 
are unable to provide assistance to their 
children because of poor or limited English 
language skills, and as many refugee adults 
do not have adequate knowledge of the 
Australian education system, finding other 
means to support the learning of these 
refugee students is paramount to at least 
partially redress their educational 
disadvantage (Ferfolja, et al, 2009). As 
such, RAS was established within the 
Master of Teaching (Secondary) program at 
UWS to train pre-service teachers in the 
vital areas of literacy and numeracy support 
for refugee students and was seen as a way 
of building the pedagogical and cultural 
understandings of these pre-service 
teachers. 
 
Tutoring is provided once a week, for half a 
day, starting after lunchtime and continuing 
for two hours after school. The ways in 
which the tutors work during the in-school 
time is negotiated with the school. Tutors 
may spend the time tutoring students, either 
individually or working with students in their 
classes, or they may create lessons or 
teaching resources or they may observe 
regular lessons. Following the afternoon 
lessons, tutors provide an after-school 
tutoring session of two hours. In this time, 
one and a half hours is allocated for face-to-
face tutoring. This is followed by half an 
hour where the tutors discuss the progress 
of the tutoring program and any emerging 
issues with the teacher coordinator. The 
tutoring sessions focus on assisting refugee 
students build their English and literacy 
skills across subjects, as well as supporting 
their progress in high school. At the same 
time as they are undertaking the sixty hours 
of community engagement, the tutors will 
also be undertaking a traditional teaching 
practicum of four weeks in the same school. 
The focus of these traditional placements is 
to provide experience to pre-service 
teachers in the art and the mechanics of 
teaching, and for them to gain some 
understanding of the daily functions of 
schools.  
 
The RAS tutors receive training from the 
ALNF in tutoring refugee students. The 
training is provided over fifteen hours and 
focuses on small group instruction; explicit 
language and scaffolded literacy teaching 
and deconstruction, and the analysis and 
creation of resources. ALNF also provide 
ongoing support to tutors through online 
access to resources and support. The 
online resource has a discussion forum, 
downloadable resources, links to literacy 
support material and online activities. 
Teacher ccoordinators are responsible for 
coordinating and attending all tutorial 
sessions in their school; supervising and 
supporting the tutors in their work with the 
refugee students; communicating with 
parents and caregivers and participating in 
an evaluation of the program. As part of the 
initiative, a Community Liaison Officer 
(CLO) is also employed part-time to assist 
participating schools improve their links with 
refugee communities. The CLO is 
responsible for providing bilingual and 
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bicultural support to tutors and school 
coordinators; assisting in communicating 
with students and parents/caregivers; 
providing tutors with cultural awareness 
training and participating in an evaluation.  
 
The tutoring centres are attended by 
students who are predominantly African and 
Afghani refugees, although this population 
is changing in response to policy decisions 
and the global events that are influencing 
the composition of refugee populations. For 
example, as a result of the shift in the 
federal government’s priorities in terms of 
the intake of humanitarian refugees, the 
next few years may see greater numbers of 
refugee 
students from Iraq and Asia appearing in 
Sydney schools and a reduction in the 
African refugee intake (Department of 
Immigration and Citizenship, 2008 cited in 
Ferfolja, et al, 2009). 
 
The aim of the RAS program is ultimately to 
create long-term change for the common 
good by targeting structures or institutions in 
the social system. With this in mind, pre-
service teachers participating in RAS are 
required to get a good orientation on the 
community and the schools to which they 
are assigned. The implied relationship 
between learner and teacher is one of 
partnership that promotes collective action. 
Providing direct and active learning 
experiences (through community 
engagement programs like RAS), the 
availability of a process for fostering 
transformative learning, the importance of 
pedagogy and the nature and importance of 
support when fostering transformative 
learning are linked to the tenets of critical 
theory and the critical aspects of the 
Australian House of Representatives “Top 
of the Class” inquiry for better quality 
teacher education. The report by Hartsuyker 
(2007) aimed to: 
 
  Inquire into and report on the scope, 
suitability, organisation, resourcing 
and delivery of teacher training 
courses in Australia’s public and 
private universities and to examine 
the preparedness of graduates to 
meet the current and future demands 
of teaching in Australia’s schools.  
 
The truly critical intent of the document is 
the focus on quality of teachers particularly 
in classroom practices. This is 
demonstrated by the following excerpts from 
the House of Representatives document: 
“the impact of teacher education on, for 
example: teacher performance in schools; 
student learning outcomes; and various 
aspects of school and community functions” 
(p.6); “the development of tools and 
processes for evaluating the quality of 
graduates’ teaching in real school settings” 
(p. 7).   The challenge will lie not only in 
developing professional competence but 
also restoration of confidence, changing 
attitudes and the acceptance of new forms 
of teaching and learning. There needs to be 
a shift in emphasis from syllabus and 
curricula alone to a focus on curriculum 
change, in the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of young 
peoples’ learning. In regards to the latter, 
the RAS program becomes an important 
pedagogical tool in improving the learning of 
refugee populations in Australian high 
schools.  
 
The Critical Method 
The transformative method of critical theory 
assumes that human beings are capable of 
acting rationally, are able to be self-
reflective and self-determining. The task of 
enquiry, therefore, would be to illuminate 
the assumptions and premises of social life 
that are subject to transformation and those 
propositions which are not. Hamilton (1978, 
p. 19), argues that critical inquiry produces 
an educational theory that……. aims to 
reduce the apparent complexity of human 
experience and finally operates through the 
translation of private knowledge into public 
discourse.   
 
Critical policy theory would recognise the 
causal relationship between the social realm 
as an example and the political or economic 
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realm. Such recognition will strengthen the 
argument for free and universally accessible 
education for all. There would essentially be 
an effort made to equalise power within 
society and to make possible in Habermas’ 
words the existence of a “public sphere” that 
is essential for a truly human society  
(Habermas, 1974, p. 49-55). Critical 
communicative accounts of planning 
practice seek not only to integrate analyses 
of action and structure but also to combine 
empirical and interpretive research with 
normative and ethical arguments that help 
us counteract the obstacles to democratic 
and legitimate planning processes. Smith 
(1993, p. 84) suggests that “the critical 
characteristics shared by ….critical policy 
analysis and critical text analysis” contain 
the empowerment to change by engaging 
communities, in this case learning 
communities, in critical dialogue, decision-
making and strategic action. Such a 
premise presumes that in the production of 
a critical report there is the possibility that 
stakeholders will read that report, reflect on 
its cogency and consequences and proceed 
to initiate change or transformative action. 
 
Essentially the application of critical theory 
would imply the cultivation of a community 
of educators and learners to disseminate 
information, to assess concerns of all 
participants in the quality planning process 
and to anticipate opportunities for 
transformation. Critical theory therefore also 
becomes a policy theory since it contains 
within it not only the means of rationally 
choosing between alternatives but also a 
vision of the future; a state of affairs where 
increased learning levels are facilitated for 
individual knowers as members of a society.  
 
Critical Aspects of the House of 
Representatives “Top of the Class” 
Document for Teacher Education 
In the “Top of the Class” document there 
are twelve recommendations which have 
been identified as addressing five issues by 
Silbeck (2007, p. 34). They are: (1) shaping 
a high quality national system; (2) shaping 
responsibilities on a model for partnership 
between teachers, academics and the 
community; (3) sustaining career-long 
learning and high quality performance; (4) 
building the research-knowledge base; (5) 
funding. The five issues are indicative of an 
emphasis on the development of human 
potential, the relationship between quality 
and teacher education and the role of 
teacher education institutions in bringing 
about transformation.  
 
What this new emphasis shows is the 
importance of discourse if quality is to be 
achieved. Such a view would hold that 
policy is unable to make good its promise to 
promote quality until the question of 
knowledge production is addressed. 
Schools are supposed to be regarded as 
sites for learning and investigation as 
opposed to the acquisition of specific skills 
(standards). A truly critical view would go 
beyond the acquisition of technicist 
knowledge to seek a way forward to a more 
open and equitable arrangement through 
increased participation of excluded groups, 
such as refugee students and teachers in 
the policy-making, practice-determining 
process.  
 
The community engagement practicum in 
the teacher education program at UWS has 
done just that. Programs like RAS have 
prepared pre-service teachers to 
“deconstruct the larger forces around them” 
with the “tools to connect local and global 
tendencies, to think strategically about ways 
of interpreting neoliberalism and neo-
conservatism” (Apple, 2001, p.195). Pre-
service teachers have been taught to 
question existing content, method and 
techniques of teaching. This involves not 
only an understanding of curriculum issues 
but also decisions about future curriculum 
directions. The past neglect of traditionally 
voiceless students, in particular, would 
place tremendous pressures on teachers, 
and the function of pre-service programs 
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like RAS provides effective opportunities for 
pre-service teachers to develop effective 
strategies for teaching refugee students. 
This means that these pre-service teachers 
have the mental resources and confidence 
to be able to reflect on the dynamics of their 
classrooms and be able to exercise 
judgements in their practice. Critical 
reflection is really about emphasizing one’s 
own agency so that one assumes 
responsibility for one’s own actions and 
ability to explore alternatives. 
 
In relation to schools and classrooms, the 
RAS program has shown that this 
translates into a dialogue between 
students, parents and teachers whose 
experiences and attitudes shape education 
policy. The skills to be taught to refugee 
students revolve around issues of how to 
learn as opposed to what to learn. This is 
clearly indicated by the training provided by 
the ALNF. Such goals represent a 
challenge which has a broad and visionary 
dimension – and as school populations 
become more diverse “‘in part due to 
migration and the geopolitical realities of 
shifting national boundaries, the need for 
educationalists to better understand and 
work with difference productively becomes 
increasingly critical’ (Allard & Santoro, 
2006, p. 115).  
 
To be critical requires that practice is 
understood and improved as a preliminary 
to creating more transformatory practices 
and requires opportunities for reflection on 
the part of all those involved in the learning 
process. The RAS program, through the 
evaluation process, has enabled pre-service 
teachers to understand and examine their 
own positionings within and through current 
discourses’ (Allard & Santoro, 2004, p. 14). 
Seeking to disrupt notions of self by 
stepping outside the centre and trying to 
see life from the margins may serve as “a 
starting point for developing understanding 
and insights into taken-for-granted beliefs 
about culture and class” (Allard & Santoro, 
2004, p. 14) and challenging deficit thinking.  
 
Central to critical theory is the process of 
reflective practice. It is this reflection 
(praxis) that enables us to understand the 
world in which we teach and learn. 
Reflection on teaching begins with 
identifying the assumptions and beliefs we 
take for granted, but it must not stop there. 
It needs to go further and involve engaging 
in particular learning processes 
(instrumental, communicative and 
emancipatory) that will either lead to a new 
validation or rejection of our assumptions 
(Kreber, 2004, p. 43–44). Positioned as 
‘external observers’ tutors were able to 
witness how mainstream schooling is limited 
in its capacity to support refugee students, 
both in terms of structure as well as in 
material and human resources. It provided 
the tutors with the opportunity to understand 
the difficulties, frustrations and 
disadvantage experienced by these 
students (and no doubt many of their 
teachers) within ‘the system,’ while 
reinforcing what they would need to do in 
their future pedagogical practices to make a 
difference to the learning of students with 
such needs (Ferfolja, Mc Carthy, Naidoo, 
Vickers & Hawker, 2009, p. 24). At the 
same time, they learnt to “work with 
difference in classrooms in ways that 
acknowledge cultural and class values and 
beliefs without essentialising identities or 
stereotyping groups” (Allard & Santoro, 
2004, p. 14).  
Evaluations of the RAS program conducted 
by UWS have found that both coordinating 
teachers and pre-service tutors rate the 
program as very worthwhile. According to 
the evaluations, the small group tutoring 
provides the basis for interaction between 
the UWS tutors and refugee students 
thereby supporting the literacy development 
of those refugee students, informal contexts 
for discussing the social requirements of the 
school settings and also transformative 
experiences for UWS tutors to gain and 
construct more sophisticated 
understandings of appropriate pedagogies 
for teaching refugee students.  
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Coordinating teachers, as the links between 
the tutoring centres and the participating 
high schools, also provided useful 
information about the refugee students’ 
progress in mastering new forms of 
linguistic codes, in improving their social 
skills and abilities, and assessing what 
difference this makes to the refugee 
student’s participation in school life. The 
comments made by school coordinating 
teachers of the improvement in refugee 
students learning as a result of the RAS 
program are (Naidoo, in press): 
Mary: [The students 
are] very responsive. 
The reason they are 
so responsive is that 
the tutors are getting 
down to the needs or 
the levels of the 
students, and when 
you do that and the 
kids can see that 
they’re learning and 
their skills are 
improving then they’re 
keen to work. 
Kate: The ones that 
do come on a regular 
basis and have 
particularly worked 
hard with their tutors 
on assessment tasks, 
they have been able 
to develop 
assessment tasks of 
a much higher quality 
than they were prior 
to homework centre.  
Emet: The ones that 
have been coming 
and have the 
assistance of a tutor 
have definitely 
improved the quality 
of their work …When 
they are here they 
work very well with 
the tutors and they do 
achieve quite a bit, 
whether it is just 
summary notes or 
research or putting 
together various 
things for an 
assessment, but 
definitely the ones 
that have been 
coming more 
consistently get a 
much more [of a] well 
rounded benefit from 
their experience.  
UWS tutors believed that while the RAS 
program set out as a literacy project that 
sought to aid in language development, 
concomitant outcomes included the 
empowering of refugee students to be 
active participants within mainstream 
curriculum; providing a space where the 
young refugee students felt comfortable 
communicating ideas, asking questions and 
seeking reassurance. The overwhelming 
opinion of the tutors was that the program 
enabled refugee students to take greater 
control of their own learning, to realize 
success in doing and submitting 
assessments, and feeling more a part of the 
learning environment.  
Carol: An improvement 
of their skills, gives 
them that confidence, 
improved self esteem. 
And I think all of those 
things go hand in hand, 
you’ve got better skills, 
you can attack 
problems better you 
feel better about 
yourself and you’re a 
bit more confident to 
risk take. And having 
tutors who are very 
responsive to their 
needs and they can 
trust reemphasises all 
of those. 
Jake: One of the 
students even 
approached me about 
two months ago and 
said that she would like 
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to improve her verbal 
English skills because 
… she feels that she’s 
not getting a chance to 
practice her English. 
So she’s actually 
developed a good 
relationship with one of 
the tutors and they 
spend a lot of time 
talking about current 
issues, they’ll bring an 
issue or they’ll look at 
the newspaper and 
they may well discuss 
it and she really enjoys 
that because it just 
gives her an 
opportunity to just 
practice her English 
and they also go onto 
the Internet and they 
just find things like 
grammar games and 
word games so that 
she can expand her 
vocabulary that way.  
The RAS program is theoretically grounded 
in social justice knowledge; included 
stakeholders in the design, implementation 
and assessment of the program; ensures 
that all stakeholders have clearly defined 
roles and responsibilities and facilitates 
varied opportunities for service providers to 
engage in reflection. The involvement of the 
university students, who act as mentors, 
provides a way to support the young 
refugee students’ transition into and 
engagement with mainstream education. 
The opportunity to engage with the school 
community, particularly the refugee 
community, is clearly seen by coordinating 
teachers as being central to the task of pre-
service teacher education. While such 
engagement is confronting, it becomes 
significant in providing background 
necessary for pre-service teachers in the 
field because it allows pre-service teachers 
to gain an understanding of the contexts of 
the lives of the refugee students and such 
flexibility in their teaching will accommodate 
and support diverse student contexts in the 
future. It also provides opportunities for 
preparing new teachers-in-training to work 
with refugee students in a caring way 
particularly as the refugee students are a 
group about whom the least is known, yet 
who may require the greatest patience and 
teaching expertise (Ferfolja, et al, 2009).  
 
The program emanating from the existent 
diversity in Greater Western Sydney invites 
pre-service teachers to view schooling from 
the point of view of students who are 
disenfranchised or disadvantaged and 
provide opportunities to design rewarding 
educational experiences underpinned by 
principles of social justice and educational 
equity. The program emphasizes reciprocal 
learning where traditional definitions of 
‘school,’ ‘teacher’ and ‘learner’ are 
intentionally blurred. The approach is critical 
in that all involved are engaged in open and 
symmetrical forms of communication. 
Villegas and Lucas (2002, p. 21) believed 
that to:  
 
successfully move beyond the 
fragmented and cursory treatment of 
diversity that currently prevails, 
teacher educators must first articulate 
a vision of teaching and learning 
within the diverse society we have 
become…… this…process requires 
that teacher educators critically 
examine the curriculum and revise it 
as needed to make issues of diversity 
central rather than peripheral.  
 
The House of Representatives “Top of the 
Class” inquiry together with the RAS 
program does have transformatory potential 
in its practical application. To improve the 
quality of teachers and teacher education 
institutions implies at a practical level an 
increase in collective learning levels 
(teachers, students and the 
community).Both are equally distinctive in 
their aims in that there is a clear indication 
of shared responsibility with benefits to 
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teachers, students, schools, parents and the 
wider community. The RAS program 
represents a ‘plurality of views’ approach 
that allows the learning environment of the 
targeted refugee tutorial centres in schools 
in Greater Western Sydney to operate as 
participatory classrooms. This approach is 
inclusive, engaging and very much a 
refugee-centred approach to learning.  Last 
year (2008) witnessed a significant growth 
in the number of secondary schools from 
four to nine, pre-service teachers from 
fifteen to eighty and refugee students from 
ninety to two hundred involved with the 
initiative.  
 
Householder (1992) believes that programs 
like the RAS are imperative to the future of 
teacher education, as traditional methods 
are failing to meet the demands of both 
learners and society. He believes these 
demands stem from the exponential growth 
of a society that now requires more rapid 
changes than evolutionary methods have 
traditionally provided. He proposes that 
program leaders in secondary and higher 
education need to make rapid changes and 
extensive modifications to existing 
traditional programs in response to these 
changes if there is to be a future in teacher 
education. Already Charles Sturt University, 
Wagga Wagga campus has initiated a 
program for refugee students in rural areas 
based on the model of the UWS RAS 
program and other states are keen to adopt 
similar models. The innovative RAS 
program has therefore facilitated further 
discussions and adaptations for the support 
and development of skills in teacher 
education programs that are critical for 
teaching refugee students. 
 
Conclusion 
The body of knowledge that emerges from a 
critical social science therefore has helped 
facilitate at the University of Western 
Sydney, Australia, transformative change 
that is based on teacher quality and 
community engagement. With such 
knowledge, the School of Education is able 
to reconstruct and dignify the learning and 
teaching experiences of its pre-service 
teachers.  It is possible now for those 
groups like refugees, who are traditionally 
voiceless, to be able to acquire teaching 
and learning that will allow them to critically 
examine the role society has played in their 
own self-formation. Critical theory, the 
House of Representatives “Top of the 
Class” inquiry and the Refugee Action 
Support Program hence represent a 
genuine unity of theory and revolutionary 
praxis where knowledge is seen in a 
societal and historical-development 
perspective that highlights its repressive or 
transformatory potentials. These three 
together subjected educational beliefs and 
practices, through the lens of social 
transformation, to become part of the self-
consciousness of oppressed social groups 
and thereby foster the equality of voice and 
agency in marginalised refugee students. 
Notions of power sharing thus become an 
important part of this process since tutors 
are encouraged to engage in collaborative 
practices when working with refugee 
students particularly in using the refugee 
students’ prior knowledge as an important 
literacy strategy. In this way, tutors give 
refugee students agency and empower 
them to bring about social change. 
Knowledge that emerges from such a 
paradigm not only emphasizes the 
importance of teacher quality as outlined in 
the House of Representatives “Top of the 
Class” inquiry but it also instructs teachers 
and learners about the education system as 
a group situated within specific relations of 
domination and subordination. These critical 
conditions help to achieve two tasks: the 
first is the educative role and the second the 
transformatory. The first is achieved by 
helping members of a community, in this 
case, refugee students,  see themselves in 
ways which are radically different from their 
own self-formation and the second by 
showing how certain experiences can be 
overcome and changed if they are 
conceptualised differently. 
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Righting wrongs and writing rights into language policy in Australia 
Mairead Hannan 
 
Abstract 
Learners of English as a Second Language (ESL) in Australia appear to suffer from 
impoverished understandings of first and second language acquisition. In the name of 
accountability they are also caught up in arguable procedures for assessing literacy in 
classrooms widely characterised by linguistic, social and cultural diversity. Further, an alleged 
‘Literacy Crisis’ exacerbates the facile model of literacy presented in policy. An examination of 
discourse in language and literacy policies suggests that a focus on ‘teaching the basics’ 
maintains existing distributions of power and knowledge within society. A regime of testing 
primarily aimed at accountability ultimately subjects education to market forces. Reporting the 
results of mass testing inevitably leads to comparison between schools, and hence enacts key 
doctrines of neo-liberalism: competition and individual choice. Neither of these doctrines serves 
indigenous Australians or immigrant and refugee families who are in the process of settling and 
have little voice. In such a context, is it possible to right policy wrongs and to write language 
rights into Australian policies that can satisfy the needs of all learners?  
 
Key words: English as a Second Language (ESL), discourse, language policy and planning; 
bilingualism; Australia 
 
Introduction  
Any discussion of language policy in 
Australia must recognise that the context is 
that of a highly multilingual population. This 
necessitates not only a great deal of 
teaching of English as a Second Language1 
(ESL) but also close attention in policy to 
the consequences of this national context. 
 
Australia has always been a multilingual 
continent. Historically, Australian policy has 
sometimes supported but more often 
ignored this fact2. Post-colonial Australia 
                                                          
1 I use the term “ESL”, since it is currently the most 
common term used in Australia to describe the 
teaching of English to multilingual and immigrant 
students who do not speak English as their first 
language. The nomenclature and definitions of 
English language learners are under review and the 
preferred term, due to its inclusive nature, at the 
National Symposium on Assessing English as 
Second/Additional Language in the Australian 
Context held in Sydney on 20-21 February, 2009, 
was “English as an Additional Language or Dialect” 
(EAL/D) (University of New South Wales, 2009). 
 
2 See (Herriman, 1996; Liddicoat, 1991) for the 
history of Australian language policy  
 
chose to subdue languages and promoted a 
monolingual English-only perception of 
Australia. But an Australia secure in its 
identity could acknowledge not only that its 
indigenous and Australian-born 
communities are already multilingual but 
also that Australia is in a good position to 
build on the linguistic adaptability of 
immigrant communities (Clyne, 2005). 
 
The first official Australian policy on 
languages, the National Policy on 
Languages (Lo Bianco, 1987), recognized 
the multilingual nature of Australian-born 
and immigrant communities. This research 
reveals that unlike subsequent policy, this 
short-lived policy recognized the values of 
bilingualism including the contributions of 
immigrant communities across society. It 
presented bilingualism as a resource within 
communities that should be harnessed as a 
universal resource for the economic, social 
and educational development of the nation. 
Within this frame, English as a Second 
Language had a legitimate role in policy and 
supported both immigrants and Australian-
born learners (Herriman, 1996; Moore, 
1995). Later policies frame community 
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languages as a problem and consequently 
devalue multilingualism and English as a 
Second Language programs (Lo Bianco, 
2000, 2001). My research suggests that 
economic discourse and competing 
priorities demote multilingualism and the 
desire of immigrant communities to maintain 
language. In the process, the voice of 
immigrants and their advocates is disabled 
or silenced (Ives, 2008). 
 
 
Research methods and analysis 
The motivation for my research was to gain 
a deeper understanding of the current 
status of ESL in Victorian schools in light of 
wider discursive shifts in society. I 
integrated linguistic analysis and social 
theory (Blommaert, 2005, p. 24; Fairclough, 
1992, 1995) with a view to making 
recommendations that may improve ESL 
provision and practice. I give “illustrative 
examples” (Seale, 1999, p. 88) of the 
journey of ESL discourse in policy from 
1970’s to the present. Guided by the 
processes of grounded theory (Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967), which is described as a 
generic method, I immersed myself in “mute 
evidence” (Hodder, 2000, p. 703) and in the 
data that could be retrieved from the 
language used in policy texts. I continually 
compared the data from relevant eras in 
order to explore shifts in discourse. 
Grounded theory was the backdrop to the 
overall approach of Critical Discourse 
Analysis. 
 
Research methods involved the close 
examination of documents. The absence of 
ESL in planning and policy from 1997 was 
apparent but the discourses that enabled 
this absence need to be located. I identified 
patterns in the data and reasoned 
inductively to create a holistic picture of ESL 
policy discourse. Policy texts were 
highlighted to bring attention to key words, 
phrases, patterns and themes. Comments 
on the data were recorded and key themes 
and discursive features were noted. 
Interdiscursivity and the characteristics of 
discourse from each era were identified and 
recorded. Working across documents, I 
recorded comparative, contrastive and 
incommensurate data on a matrix. Elements 
that surprised, confirmed or challenged my 
understanding of the positioning of ESL 
within the policies were also noted.  
 
Policy and Discourse 
Since 1987, governments, policy and 
discourse in education and community 
sectors have changed dramatically 
(Kalantzis, 1997). Such political changes 
are not exclusive to Australia, but have 
occurred in other English-speaking 
countries and developed nations (Apple, 
2004). Neo-liberal principles have turned 
away from an inclusive language policy that 
supported multilingualism in countries such 
as Australia (Clyne, 2005; Lo Bianco, 1999, 
2001). In 1991, not long after the National 
Policy on Languages, the Australian 
Language and Literacy Policy (DEET, 1991) 
activated an economic discourse that 
marginalised the voice of immigrant and 
indigenous communities and diminished 
support for language programs. In 1998 
Literacy for All (DEETYA, 1998) demoted 
languages further by neglecting languages 
altogether to focus on an alleged national 
crisis in literacy standards3 (hereafter 
referred to as the ‘Literacy Crisis’). 
  
At the turn of the millennium, an alliance of 
neo-liberal and neo-conservative principles 
nurtured racism and intolerance within 
Australia’s pluralist and multicultural society 
(Apple, 2004; Kalantzis, 1997). Coupled 
with this, funds for differentiated programs 
were ‘broadbanded’ into programs focused 
on foundational literacy in the primary years 
of schooling (Hammond, 2001; Michell, 
1999). This resulted in the collapse of many 
ESL and literacy related programs in 
schools and introduced the notion that all 
teachers are teachers of language and 
                                                          
3The Literacy Crisis is alleged by Minister Kemp, 
which I describe later in this article and has been 
identified and discussed by academics in TESOL and 
literacy (Freebody, 1997; Hammond, 1999; Lo 
Bianco & Freebody, 2001) 
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literacy. Thereafter, the specialisation of 
Teaching of English as a Second or Other 
Language (TESOL) lost status and 
consequently advocacy for the needs and 
aspirations of ESL learners diminished (Lo 
Bianco, 1999, 2002). 
 
The impacts of the ‘Literacy Crisis’ on 
ESL 
In the policy context of the government’s 
alleged ‘Literacy Crisis’, languages and ESL 
became subservient to the ‘crisis’ and 
battled for survival (Lo Bianco, 2002). A 
silencing of ESL occurred concurrently with 
the ‘crisis’ in literacy standards that 
concentrated funds into early years 
programs and foundational literacy. The 
‘Literacy Crisis’ focused teacher attention on 
standardised assessment and on meeting 
benchmarks, which ultimately shape 
classroom activities in ways that may not 
meet the language needs of ESL students 
(Davison, 1999; Davison, Leung, & Mohan, 
2001; Hammond & Derewianka, 1999). 
Effectively, the ‘Literacy Crisis’ focused 
attention on literacy for mother tongue 
English speakers at the expense of 
programs for ESL students (Lo Bianco, 
2000).  
 
The ‘Literacy Crisis’ alleges that literacy 
standards are dropping and that education 
is in crisis. It asserts that children are less 
literate than their predecessors. Its policy 
demands that schools and school systems 
act on this in dramatic ways and commit to 
improving standards. These claims were 
based on data taken from benchmarking in 
reading levels (Davison, 1999; McKay, 
1998) and standardised tests such as the 
National Assessment Program Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN4). The reliability of the 
tests is questionable because of their 
universal application and implied 
assumptions about the linguistic uniformity 
                                                          
4 NAPLAN tests have been applied nationally since 
2008 and may soon be used as a basis to measure 
school and teacher performance. See 
http://www.naplan.edu.au/  
 
of the student population5. In the case of 
immigrant ESL students, whose social and 
educational experiences may differ greatly 
from those of the incumbent population, a 
standardised test for mother tongue English 
speakers is highly unlikely to provide a 
context in which they can all flourish equally 
and in which they can demonstrate their 
knowledge of language and literacy in 
English (Davison, 2001; McKay, 2001, 
2006)6. 
  
The consequences of testing and 
benchmarking aimed at mother tongue 
English speaker are that bilingualism is 
presented as a deficit – a barrier to meeting 
outcomes in English literacy (McKay, 2001). 
Good policy would treat bilingualism as a 
resource to support English literacy 
development.  
 
The problem of testing 
So why are ESL students subjected to 
testing standardised essentially for native 
speakers of English? What discourse is at 
play to allow a scenario where teachers 
must test students when the tests bear 
limited relevance to ESL students? Policy-
makers may feel that reading about student 
ability in the form of numerical data is 
beneficial but does it represent our students 
adequately for educational purposes? How 
is it that ESL students are placed in a 
position where their outcomes can 
                                                          
5 The claim that a single test can be standardized on a 
very varied learner population was seriously 
contested at the National Symposium on Assessing 
English as a second/other language in the Australian 
Context. (University of New South Wales, 2009). 
The “ Symposium” included presentations from 
academics, practicing teachers, teacher educators and 
ESL experts working in state and territory 
government education departments across Australia. 
All presentations were based in research and were 
unanimous in the view that standardized testing was 
not inclusive of English language learners and did not 
provide assessment informed by classroom activities. 
The website for the event includes papers and 
recommendations arising from the Symposium. 
(University of New South Wales, 2009) 
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represent them as having ‘literacy 
problems’? How can it be that bilingual 
students can be seen as a ‘deficit’ in literacy 
classrooms? An outcome that a native 
English speaker may be assessed to have 
‘failed’, may equally be an outcome that an 
English language learner can be assessed 
as having ‘achieved’ (Cross, in press, pp. 7-
8). Is it possible to respect the rights of 
bilingual students by applying a universal 
test to students and one-size-fits-all policy 
to schools? 
 
The Discourse of Australian Language 
and Literacy Policies 
Through the examination of the discourse of 
language and literacy policy it is possible to 
reveal a correlation between social and 
political changes and the impact of these 
changes on education and equity for ESL 
students. The three national policies on 
language and literacy that I have already 
mentioned, the National Policy on 
Languages the Australian Language and 
Literacy Policy and Literacy For All differ 
from each other in style and discourse.  
 
What follows is an of outline each policy 
according to the ways in which 
multilingualism is framed and the manner in 
which the policy orients languages as a 
‘resource’, a ‘right’ or a ‘problem’ (Ruiz, 
1984). I identify the ways in which each 
policy subdues or allows the voice of 
communities to be heard and the nature of 
the changes to education that stem from 
each policy. 
 
The National Policy on Languages (1987)  
A collaborative style and an inclusive 
multicultural discourse  
The National Policy On Languages framed 
multilingualism as a universal resource and 
advanced intellectual capital arguments for 
language and literacy. It brought together 
wide interest groups to develop a coherent 
approach to languages, ESL and literacy, 
based on clear underlying principles. It 
advocated intellectual and cultural 
enrichment, and respected individual, 
community and national interests. The 
National Policy On Languages provides a 
philosophical framework in which ESL 
programs were nourished and developed 
(Clyne, 1988; Herriman, 1996; Moore, 1995) 
 
Part One, Rationale, details the 
philosophical framework that underpins the 
policy7. The principles should lead to 
“explicit”, “comprehensive” and “co-
ordinated” action. They should allow for 
“balance”, “economy” and “enhance 
excellence”. They create space for active 
participation from various interest groups.  
The phrases “permitting appropriate action”; 
“enabling”; “competing interests…against 
the general needs of the nation”; “no 
intrusion”; “coherence”, “a co-ordinated 
approach” and “redressing inequalities” 
encourage universal involvement and 
collaboration to enact the policy in 
alignment with stated principles. These 
                                                          
7 Philosophical framework of the National Policy on 
Languages (pp.6-9): 
Specific principles will be characterised by:  
  
i. explicitness and clarity 
(permitting appropriate action by all relevant 
bodies and enabling review and evaluation over 
time); 
ii. comprehensiveness 
(enabling all affected groups, bodies and 
languages to participate); 
iii. balance and economy 
(enabling competing interests and claims to be 
measured against the general needs of the nation 
and the effectiveness, cost a feasibility of 
proposed actions); 
iv. a co-ordinated and 
national approach (this will attempt  to ensure the 
various bodies associated with the enactment of 
the policy operate as far as possible with the 
same objectives, that there is no intrusion into the 
autonomous or particular responsibilities of State 
and Territory governments, and that as far as 
possible the roles of all groups are developed as a 
partnership); 
v. the due weight be 
allocated to the maintenance and enhancement of 
standards of excellence in language education 
(ensuring quality) and to overcoming 
disadvantages, social inequalities and 
discrimination (redressing inequalities). 
vi.  
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wordings pay respect to language rights and 
to all communities and organizations that 
were given a voice through a policy that 
respected a grass roots and bottom-up 
approach to governance and management. 
 
The National Policy on Languages was 
optimistic that collaboration between 
government and civil society would 
maximise languages as a resource and 
build on existing linguistic diversity in the 
community (Clyne, 1988; Herriman, 1996, 
pp. 49-51 and 60-41). It was framed as a 
public declaration of “national expectations” 
that “initiates action” rather than being 
“prescriptive” (p. 70). Consultation and 
involvement are shown throughout the text 
and in the black and white photographs of a 
range of Australian communities. The 
collaborative process to produce the policy 
is evident in contributions from the states 
and territories (pp. 204-269) and in its 
commitment to represent a coalition of 
interests. The phrases “universal”, 
“contribution”, “balance”, “participate”, 
“needs of the nation” and “developed as a 
partnership” stimulate proactivity and 
ownership of the policy and the culture and 
programs that stemmed from it. 
 
Part Two outlines a policy in which 
multilingualism is a resource and ESL is a 
positive and necessary program to support 
linguistic diversity. It discusses the 
importance and prevalence of languages, of 
Englishes and of literacy in Standard 
Australian English. Four broad strategies 
underlie the policy8. Part 2B “English for All” 
(pp. 78-93) discusses English for mother 
tongue and second language learners and 
its relevance to intellectual development 
                                                          
8 The four strategies are: The conservation of 
Australia’s linguistic resources; The development and 
expansion of these resources; The integration of 
Australian language teaching and language use 
efforts with national, economic, social and cultural 
policies; The provision of information and services in 
languages understood by clients” (p.70). 
 
and the “universal aims of schooling”9 (p. 
79). The policy “gives primacy to efforts to 
enhance mastery of English” (p. 81) and 
maintains a need for Australia “to educate a 
linguistically more adaptable population”. It 
recognizes that many Australians are 
adding English “to an existing linguistic 
repertoire” (p. 85). The overall purpose of 
ESL teaching is firstly for students “to obtain 
full access to English proficiency and, highly 
desirably, to aim for first language 
maintenance where possible” (p. 87). 
Various models for child ESL education are 
presented and bilingual education is 
acknowledged as ideal for linguistic and 
cognitive development as well as 
contributing to “bolstering the self-esteem, 
family cohesion and identity of children”. 
The policy continues to explain a complex 
relationship between proficiency in English 
and educational success, by linking it to a 
“consonance” between home and school 
values. It advocates “coherence” between 
all ESL programs and that “ESL ought 
properly to be seen as part of English 
language education” (p. 92). 
 
The Australian Language and Literacy 
Policy (1991)  
A directive style and a discourse of 
economic reform 
The Australian Language and Literacy 
Policy claimed to build upon the principles 
of the National Policy on Languages but in 
fact foregrounded economic reform and laid 
the discursive ground for its eventual 
replacement. The underlying principles of 
the Australian Language and Literacy Policy 
are based on an unquestioned need for 
economic reform. It claimed to be 
consultative, yet its economic discourse 
distanced community consultation and 
participation. Indeed much of the criticism of 
the Australian Language and Literacy Policy 
(Herriman, 1996; Moore, 1995) was that it 
replaced the National Policy on Languages’ 
consultative style with a directive style of 
                                                          
9 As defined in: The Quality of Education in 
Australia 
 
Hannan 
 
 250 
decision-making.  It prioritised foreign 
languages that were linked to trade as well 
as literacy and ESL for more efficient and 
safe workplaces. Funding for child ESL was 
increased but adult ESL was outsourced. 
The policy allowed child ESL programs to 
expand but undermined multilingualism by 
devaluing community languages. It also 
imposed outcomes-based assessment on 
adult ESL, which had negative 
consequences for programs, pedagogy and 
the ESL profession (Moore, 1995, 2001, 
2005). 
 
Far from building on the National Policy on 
Languages, the Australian Language and 
Literacy Policy in fact diverged from it and 
introduced an economic discourse. This is 
apparent through word selection, the 
proportion of text devoted to economic 
concerns and policy priorities. Although it 
states that Australia is a “multilingual and 
pluralistic society” it asserted a wider need 
for micro-economic and macro-economic 
reform. It foregrounded human resources 
arguments for education maintaining: “…a 
better appreciation of the possible 
contribution to national development which 
may be made through … Australia’s best 
resource – its people” (p. 3).   
 
The choice of the words “afford” and 
“human resources” highlight the human 
resource argument:  
 
“Australia can no longer afford to be 
insular and introspective if it wishes 
to compete successfully in the global 
economy. For Australia to achieve 
its goal of becoming a truly ‘clever 
country’, it cannot ignore the needs 
and capacities of its human 
resources” (p. 12).  
 
The heading “The Context: Priorities and 
Initiatives” (pp. 12-31), suggests the 
possibility of addressing universal 
intellectual, cultural and educational aims 
for language and literacy. Instead, it is a 20-
page section devoted to economic reform 
and devolved responsibility of 
government10.  
 
The policy does not state a philosophical 
framework drawn from the principles of 
language and literacy education but frames 
these as skills needed for Australia’s 
economic development in an “increasingly 
internationalist world” and a “global 
economy”. 
  
“An Australian language and literacy 
policy must be seen as part of a 
broader process of national social 
policy development. The ALLP is 
relevant to other current 
employment, education and training 
issues. It must be informed and must 
itself inform the broader 
contemporary environment of 
education, social and economic 
policy. It must be firmly anchored in 
policies addressing the nature of 
Australia as a multilingual and 
pluralistic society within an 
increasingly internationalist world, 
and policies addressing the needs 
for both micro-economic and macro-
economic reform”. (p. 12) 
 
The Australian Language and Literacy 
Policy lists 351 submissions from individuals 
and organizations, which may represent 
either consultation or protestation. The 
controversy arising from the Green Paper 
(DEET, 1990) preceding the White Paper 
(DEET, 1991) however, attests to the wide 
                                                          
10  “The Context: Priorities and Initiatives” (pp. 12-
31) are detailed under the following headings: 
• Opportunities, access and 
responsibilities for Australia’s human resources 
• Economic security and productivity 
for individuals, enterprises and the nation 
• Trading with the World 
• The shared role of governments, 
the private sector, business and industry, the 
broader community and individuals in language 
and literacy  
• Broad funding responsibilities for 
language and literacy 
•  
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and effective community consultation of the 
National Policy on Languages. In contrast to 
the collaboration in the National Policy on 
Languages, the Australian Language and 
Literacy Policy talks of “shared roles” and 
“responsibilities”. The meanings of 
‘responsibility’ and ‘consultation’ are 
distorted when government is devolving 
responsibility and demoting consultation 
with the subjects of the policy (Clyne, 1997). 
 
The Australian Language and Literacy 
Policy envisages a “shared role of 
governments, the private sector, business 
and industry, the broader community and 
individuals in language and literacy” (p. 26, 
section 2.4). It devolves responsibility for 
literacy education to individuals. Skills can 
be “bought” from the “expanding” post-
compulsory education sector, which is 
“integrating [its] efforts more effectively with 
the national interest.” This devolution of 
responsibility marks the introduction of a 
neo-liberal discourse that will subsequently 
flourish. 
 
With the title “Australia’s Language: The 
Australian Language and Literacy Policy” it 
is noticeable that “language” is in the 
singular and it is clear that the language 
concerned is English. English is declared to 
be Australia’s official rather than common 
language. The Australian Language and 
Literacy Policy frames language and literacy 
as developing human resources and 
emphasises the value of English for 
employment, and of particular languages for 
trade (Herriman, 1996). These foci 
undermine and de-prioritise Australia’s 
language ecologies and ESL. They 
suppress “overcoming the past neglect of 
Australia’s linguistic resources” (Lo Bianco, 
1987, p. 18) and use trade as the main 
rationale for language learning. The 
Australian Language and Literacy Policy 
recites the National Policy on Languages’ 
reasons for learning languages (p. 62) but 
adds that languages can “improve 
employability”. Using economic arguments 
to bolster the rationale for language 
learning, employers are urged to “reward” 
language knowledge which “need not be an 
additional cost” if funded through the 
schools system. Moreover, the “users of the 
products of education” (employers) should 
be involved in policy making as “there is 
little advantage to the nation” in spending 
money acquiring language skills “if 
employers have no plan to seek out, take 
advantage of and reward the skills available 
to them” (p. 29-30).  
The Australian Language and Literacy 
Policy supports social cohesion arguments 
to promote “greater tolerance” and “greater 
confidence” inter-generationally, but 
confirms its serious doubt that languages 
are a resource, particularly when it implies 
that they may be “a nuisance” (p. 62).  
Bilingual programs that would support 
existing linguistic resources in communities 
are described as “effective” but “expensive” 
(p. 52). 
 
The Australian Language and Literacy 
Policy tended to point to an ‘economic crisis’ 
rather than a ‘literacy crisis’. It did however 
lay the groundwork for Minister Kemp to 
proclaim a ‘literacy crisis’ that the Literacy 
For All policy would deal with. 
 
Literacy For All (1998) 
An authoritarian style and a discourse of 
crisis            
There is no evidence that Literacy For All 
allowed space for community groups to be 
heard or for teachers to advocate for 
marginalized groups such as immigrant 
families. In fact it distanced communities, 
professional associations and teachers by 
presenting the policy within the context of 
the alleged ‘Literacy Crisis’. Literacy For All 
responded to the alleged crisis by imposing 
accountability measures. The ‘Literacy 
Crisis’ was promoted under the Howard 
government to reform education through 
‘top down’ policy and therefore without 
consultation. It was accompanied by 
skepticism about the value of the work of 
teachers, enabled by the media focusing on 
allegedly poor literacy standards in schools. 
Literacy For All set a “challenge” for schools 
through the ministers of education that was 
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driven by Minister Kemp via written policy 
and various public appearances (Kemp, 
1996a, 1996b). 
 
Dr Kemp’s Bert Kelly Lecture entitled 
“Schools and the Democratic Challenge” 
marked a decisive moment in a strong 
discursive shift to promote the neo-liberal 
principles of choice, accountability and state 
regulation through standardized testing and 
benchmarking (Kemp, 1996b). The lecture 
characterizes an era of turmoil for literacy 
teachers and the distancing of professional 
opinion in the name of “accountability”. 
Kemp spoke of a “cult of secrecy” around 
literacy achievements that “must be 
addressed as a national priority”. Any 
understanding of the complexities involved 
in language and literacy learning were 
markedly absent in Kemp’s presentations. 
He focused on the need for professionals 
and policy makers to be “accountable” and 
mentioned “literacy problems” and 
“illiteracy” that must be measured, on the 
grounds that “Clearly education policy and 
practice has failed to improve the literacy 
standards of a significant proportion of 
young people.” (Kemp, 1996b).  
 
Literacy For All comprises a set of goals 
agreed to by ministers of education that aim 
to ensure “real improvement” (p. 5) in 
literacy standards of primary school children 
through state-regulated testing. It identifies 
ESL students as a “heterogeneous group” 
whose needs “require[s] consideration” for 
the “improvement of literacy outcomes of all 
children” (p. 33) since ESL and 
disadvantaged students are both identified 
as underachieving in literacy. Despite this, 
literacy is a “challenge” but ESL students 
only “require consideration”. Literacy For All 
does not include a philosophical framework 
or discussion of Australia’s linguistic 
resources and the nexus between language 
and literacy. Indeed its focus on the crisis in 
standards works to restrict the scope of 
English literacy (Doecke, 1997) as well as 
the linguistic resources that can enhance 
students’ skills (Lo Bianco & Freebody, 
2001). 
 
The title “Literacy for All: The Challenge for 
Australian Schools” excludes languages, 
second language development and adult 
education by omission. It announces that 
foundational literacy in English is crucial for 
further study, training and work (p. 7). 
Accountability is fore-grounded via directive 
statements without an accompanying 
context, framework, rationale or 
philosophical statement.  
 
Despite stating that: “Educational 
accountability should be undertaken co-
operatively, not from above” the Literacy For 
All had a top-down, authoritative tone and 
no community presence (Lo Bianco, 2001). 
Unlike Literacy For All’s predecessors, 
teachers and educationalists are not 
presented as partners in educational and 
policy-making processes but are distanced. 
Literacy For All casts doubt that teachers 
are willing to be accountable seemingly on 
the grounds that they do not aim for high 
standards. In effect, the policy de-
professionalises teachers by seeding the 
idea that they don’t work hard enough or 
aim for high standards: 
 
“By developing high standards 
teachers can demonstrate their 
willingness to be accountable……as 
well as making their work more 
transparent to the public” (p. 6)  
 
Accountability is fore-grounded via directive 
statements without an accompanying 
context, framework, rationale or 
philosophical statement. The goals and sub 
goal agreed to by ministers in March 1997 
claim to be “inclusive of all children”: 
  
“That every child leaving primary 
school should be numerate, and be 
able to read, write and spell at an 
appropriate level. 
That every child commencing school 
from 1998 will achieve a minimum 
acceptable literacy and numeracy 
standard within four years” (p. 9) 
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These narrow goals do not relate to 
community desires for multilingualism or to 
complex notions of literacy for a world that 
is experiencing significant, ongoing 
technological change. They relate to a 
narrow and monolingual concept of literacy, 
the setting of standards, state-regulated 
assessment and a philosophical framework 
that omits bilingualism (Cross, in press). 
Educators, communities and other subjects 
of the policy, were not invited to participate 
through contribution, implementation or 
review processes, which were determined 
by state and federal ministers alone. 
Instead, accountability measures were used 
to ensure that standards improve. The 
rationale for accountability and directives in 
the policy are to be found in the language of 
urgency and in the context of the alleged 
‘literacy crisis’ that pre-empted the policy’s 
release. It asserts a directive authority over 
teachers through headings about what 
teachers and schools “will” do.11 
Parental involvement is linked to 
accountability. The policy maintains that 
there need to be “new ways” of encouraging 
teachers to develop “high standards” and 
“demonstrate their willingness to be 
accountable” (p.6). These statements 
suggest that teachers have not been 
accountable. They distance teachers. They 
lead to intensification and diminished control 
                                                          
11 Literacy for All pp 5-6:  
• Better educational 
accountability through improved assessment and 
reporting  
• Parents will be fully 
informed about their children’s education 
• Schools will focus on the 
needs of students 
• Students and their parents 
will have a choice of schools  
• Schools will focus on 
outcomes which prepare individuals for work and 
for longer term learning  
• All students will be given 
and equal opportunity to learn 
• Schools will have less 
regulation and greater autonomy 
• Schools will support 
quality teaching  
in schools (Apple, 2004, p. 25) to strengthen 
neo-liberal principles where the “market” 
dictates and the state regulates.  
 
In Kemp’s public appearances, mention of 
ESL students is notably absent. References 
to ESL students in Literacy For All are 
limited and are dispersed throughout the 
text referring to ESL students with a variety 
of labels that are not defined. Section 5, 
“Aspects of Literacy” discusses the diverse 
needs of children “including those who 
speak English as a second language, 
bilingual students and indigenous students” 
(p. 31). The policy asserts that ESL 
students have “on average, lower English 
literacy levels than students from English-
speaking backgrounds” and that they 
therefore need to be considered but offers 
no further insights into this other than the 
use of the ESL Scales (Curriculum 
Corporation, 1994) or ESL Companion 
(Board of Studies, 1996) as useful support 
for early years educators. It alludes to some 
“possible advantages” of bilingual education 
but neglects to state its own position on 
bilingual education. It mentions the benefits 
of ESL professional development for 
teachers, but again, neglects to state its 
own position. We are left with the message 
that literacy is a “challenge” but ESL merely 
“requires consideration” (p. 33). 
 
In stark contrast to the directives for literacy, 
the direction for ESL teaching is expressed 
by mentioning some interesting documents 
and studies that taken together do not 
constitute a plan. Instead, ESL programs 
were broadbanded under the umbrella of 
literacy programs. The Commonwealth 
continued to provide ESL for newly arrived 
immigrant children but generalist ESL 
funding was abandoned by collapsing funds 
into literacy. With broadbanding, it was left 
to the states and territories to decide how 
they would spend funds across a broad 
range of literacy-related programs, including 
ESL (Lo Bianco, 1998; Michell, 1999). 
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Restrictions in Language and Literacy 
Policy in the 2000’s due to the ‘Literacy 
Crisis’ 
The shifts in discourse outlined above are 
reinforced by a gradual restriction in the 
scope of policy. These restrictions 
marginalise languages, teachers, 
communities and broader understandings of 
literacy that value “accountability over 
substance” (Cross, in press, p. 7) and 
strengthen cultural and linguistic 
homogeneity at the expense of minority 
groups and the acceptance of diversity. 
Restrictions occur across the areas of 
languages, ESL, literacy, assessment, voice 
and participation. 
 
The National Policy on Languages 
presented languages as a ‘resource’ but 
Literacy For All presented languages as a 
‘problem’ and reinforced a default 
conservative position of Australia as a 
monolingual, English-only speaking 
community. The focus on foundational 
literacy in Literacy for All has continued to 
dominate (Cross, in press) and is supported 
by the ongoing belief in a ‘literacy crisis’ 
which needs to be addressed through 
accountability measures and standardised 
tests. This reductionist model of literacy also 
supports the view that children are 
responsible for their own success or failure 
(Cross, in press, p. 7). 
 
The discourse of each policy and the 
presence or absence of consultation 
determine the degree of voice and 
participation in the creation and 
implementation of policy (Lo Bianco, 2001). 
The National Policy on Languages sought 
community input and invited collaboration 
from multilingual communities. In contrast 
Literacy For All sought no community input 
and imposed measures and actions that it 
claimed would lead to success for all 
students. The discourse of Literacy For All 
shows it was unwilling to consult widely and 
thereby restricted voice for minority 
communities. In stating that it was a policy 
for “all” and broadbanding programs, it 
disallowed differentiation that would meet 
the needs of minority groups. The policy 
disabled voice and denied the participation 
of bilingual communities in both its creation 
and its implementation. 
 
The current status of ESL in Australia in 
the context of policy with a neo-liberal 
discourse focused on competition and 
the individual 
In 2007, the Australian Labor Party led by 
Kevin Rudd replaced the conservative 
government that had alleged the ‘Literacy 
Crisis’ and written Literacy For All. Neo-
liberalism however, was not replaced. The 
neo-liberal principles of individual choice 
and market forces continue to be the 
context for Australian education systems. 
The devolution of responsibility to schools 
and a focus on accountability through 
standardised testing continue to be key 
features of educational policy. 
 
Current federal policy has broadbanded 
ESL further. Literacy For All broadbanded 
general ESL programs but continued to tag 
funds for newly arrived ESL students. In 
contrast, there is no longer specialised 
funding for new arrival programs in federal 
policy and any decisions about how to 
provide such programs are left to the 
discretion of the states and territories 
(Michell, 2009).  
 
Neo-liberalism works towards distancing 
community and professional voice further 
(Lingard, 1991; Michell, 2009). Many current 
systems are already out of the practice of 
consulting educationalists and communities, 
so any efforts towards consultation need to 
begin with major efforts to support 
participation from minority groups in the 
interest of consultative policy-making and 
participatory democracy. 
 
Neo-liberalism places education in a 
marketplace. It maintains that it is possible 
to measure the education of children as if 
they were all the same and can have the 
same accountability measures imposed 
upon them. It supports the idea that 
competition and markets will improve 
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standards through competitive processes. It 
rejects principles of equity and social justice 
that had formerly supported languages in 
the community, English language learning 
for bilingual children and systems that 
aspired to educational success for all 
students. It also struggles to include 
community and professional voice and as a 
result, reduces participation and community 
confidence that policy is inclusive. 
 
Conclusion 
The cultural and social change nurtured 
under the Howard government led to an 
increased perception of Australia as an 
English-only speaking community. Because 
of this change the discourse of policy needs 
to make a stronger move towards inclusive 
policy that acknowledges multilingualism 
and supports differentiated educational 
programs. If we are to truly view linguistic 
adaptability as a resource for global 
citizens, policy cannot undermine the 
multilingualism of the population and ignore 
the needs of minority language groups to 
maintain linguistic adaptability. Reliable 
testing needs to take account of linguistic 
diversity. All languages need to be valued, 
not just languages for trade. If all languages 
were valued, and if the nation fostered 
English as a Second Language programs to 
support English language learning as 
necessary to success in general society, 
then Australia could create a culture where 
linguistic adaptability would be a resource 
and not a hindrance to achieving strong 
outcomes in literacy. To promote inclusive 
literacy policy, there is a need to write 
language rights into all levels of policy and 
policy implementation. 
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